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Keith Penich: Vision and Narrative in Apollonius’ Argonautica 
(Under the direction of James J. O’Hara) 
 This dissertation studies the narrative presentation of Apollonius’ Argonautica and seeks 
to illuminate the epistemological problems that motivate the poet’s approach to epic song. In 
addition to presenting a narratological analysis of the poem, the dissertation examines the 
important role of vision and visualization in the epic, and in particular how the poem’s visual 
patterns introduce multiple, often conflicting perspectives into the narrative. The study 
furthermore illuminates Apollonius’ participation in a major cultural project of 3rd century BCE 
Alexandria. In particular, my analysis shows how the Argonautica seeks to locate the origins of 
the Ptolemaic kingdom in the mythic past and to figure the kingdom as the end and goal of a 
Hellenizing progress through history. Finally, this dissertation examines how Apollonius 
explores the role of a scholar-poet through the Argonautica’s narrative and thereby complicates 
the traditional task of epic poetry as a means of preserving kleos, or fame. 
 The Introduction establishes important context for understanding the Argonautica’s 
narrative by relating the narrator’s construction of poetic authority to that of his predecessors in 
the Greek hexameter tradition, Homer and Hesiod. Chapter 1 examines four essential qualities of 
the Argonautica’s narrative, of which “self-consciousness” and “positionality” deal with the 
construction of the narrator’s persona and of the narrative itself within the poem, while “variety” 
and “recursivity” relate to the narrative’s manner and design as a whole. Chapter 2 treats the 
visual style of Apollonius’ poem and introduces the concepts of visualization, immersion, and 
iv 
detachment in order to facilitate analysis of this aspect of the epic. With this methodology 
established, Chapter 2 goes on to identify and analyze three important “patterns of visualization” 
related to major themes of the poem (marveling, voyeurism, and geography). Finally, Chapter 3 
explores the intersection of narrative and visuality in the Argonautica’s aetiological program and 
demonstrates how aetiologies serve to embody the epic’s ideological and philosophical project 
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Witnessing the Argo(nautica)  
 The subject of this dissertation is the narrative experience of the Argonautica of 
Apollonius of Rhodes. That is to say, it seeks to understand the epic narrative as an experiential 
relationship between the poet, poem, and audience—and between the narrator, narrative, and 
narratees (but more on these distinctions in §3 of this introduction). As the poet communicates 
with his audience through the unfolding text, what impressions does the audience form—of the 
narrator? of the fabula? of itself, in relation to these? These questions constitute the starting point 
of my investigation, and they are questions that could be applied to any narrative. On the other 
hand, the first term in this dissertation’s title – vision – arises from peculiar characteristics of the 
Argonautica’s narrative, particularly from the ways in which the poet communicates again and 
again through images and through manipulation of perspective, and thus calls upon his audience 
to envision the narrative’s contents and to experience the narrative visually through mental 
imaging. My basic assertion, based on the results of this investigation, is that Apollonius uses the 
narrative form—and within the narrative form, the visual experience it entails—to explore the 
problems of poetry and the role of the poet within this mystery. 
The problems of poetry are already confronted in the earliest surviving works of Greek 
hexameter verse. In particular, both Homer and Hesiod acknowledge the question of poetic 
authority and its sources in various ways. As a prelude to the Catalogue of Ships, Homer 
confesses his reliance on the Muses, who “are goddesses and are present and know everything, 
while we hear only a report and know nothing” (ὑμεῖς γὰρ θεαί ἐστε πάρεστέ τε ἴστέ τε πάντα, | 
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ἡμεῖς δὲ κλέος οἶον ἀκούομεν οὐδέ τι ἴδμεν, Il. 2.485-486). What is this “report” (κλέος) that 
constitutes the limit of human knowledge of the heroic past? While the term may refer broadly to 
traditional knowledge, κλέος is often particularly associated with epic song. Homer’s statement 
is thus somewhat paradoxical: the Muses, as eyewitnesses to the heroic past, enable and 
authorize the truth of Homer’s song; yet the song itself can never surpass the limits of mere 
κλέος.1 In the Theogony, meanwhile, Hesiod depicts the singer’s relationship to the Muses in 
dramatic form and problematizes their authority in the process (Th. 22-34). Homer’s Muses 
impart knowledge; Hesiod’s impart skill. They teach an ignorant shepherd a “beautiful song” 
(καλὴν ἀοιδήν, Th. 22) and proclaim to him their own power: “We know how to say many false 
things like true ones, and we know, when we wish, how to voice true things” (ἴδμεν ψεύδεα 
πολλὰ λέγειν ἐτύμοισιν ὁμοῖα, | ἴδμεν δ’ εὖτ’ ἐθέλωμεν ἀληθέα γηρύσασθαι, 27-28). Hesiod 
appears to regard the Muses’ gift as encompassing truth (ἵνα κλείομαι τά τ’ ἐσσόμενα πρό τ’ 
ἐόντα, 32), yet its primary quality is soothing sweetness (cf. γλυκερήν, 83; γλυκερή, 97) that 
brings forgetfulness of sorrows (98-103).  
For Homer and Hesiod, poetic truth is a kind of mystery and the poet is an exclusive 
initiate; his effort to describe his relationship to the Muses is itself mystification. In the 
Argonautica, Apollonius endeavors to demystify the relationship between poetry and truth and 
lay bare the epistemological questions it raises. The proem’s idiosyncratic conclusion, perhaps 
the most widely-debated passage in the entire poem, offers a prime example (1.18-22): 
  νῆα μὲν οὖν οἱ πρόσθεν ἔτι κλείουσιν ἀοιδοὶ 
Ἄργον Ἀθηναίης καμέειν ὑποθημοσύνῃσιν. 
νῦν δ’ ἂν ἐγὼ γενεήν τε καὶ οὔνομα μυθησαίμην  20 
ἡρώων, δολιχῆς τε πόρους ἁλός, ὅσσα τ’ ἔρεξαν 
πλαζόμενοι· Μοῦσαι δ’ ὑποφήτορες εἶεν ἀοιδῆς. 
 
                                                 
1 On the relationship between kleos and epic poetry, see Nagy 1979, 15-18. On the Muses as eyewitnesses, see Clay 
2011. For a particularly close connection between κλέος and ἀοιδή, see Od. 24.194-202. 
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As for the ship, the bards of the past still celebrate how Argus built it by Athena’s 
instructions. But now I will relate the families and names of the heroes, their paths 
on the vast sea, and all they did as they wandered – and may the Muses be 
interpreters of my song. 
 
The lines are explicitly programmatic and perhaps polemical, dismissing one potential subject—
the construction of the Argo—as already well-represented in the poetic tradition or even passé.2 
The narrator then succinctly announces the scope of his own work: it will include a catalogue of 
the heroes (γενεήν τε καὶ οὔνομα…ἡρώων, 20-21), their voyage (δολιχῆς τε πόρους ἁλός, 21), 
and their incidental adventures along the way (ὅσσα τ’ ἔρεξαν | πλαζόμενοι, 21-22). What has 
most confounded scholars is the apparent triviality of Apollonius’ invocation of the Muses: the 
canonical beginning of rhapsodic poetry is here tossed off in the proem’s last line. The word 
ὑποφήτορες, moreover, provides little clarity as to what role Apollonius envisions for the 
Muses.3 Since the word is elsewhere attested with the meaning “interpreters,” it is tempting to 
understand that the traditional hierarchy, in which knowledge flows from the Muses to the 
ἀοιδός, is here upended. Yet much is still unclear: do the Muses interpret some other source (or 
sources) for Apollonius, or are they to “interpret” Apollonius’ words to his audience, e.g. by 
transforming his literary composition into song? Or does ὑποφήτορες rather mean “prompters”—
still apparently subservient, yet nearer to the desired meaning “inspirers”? The ambiguity itself 
may be programmatic, foregrounding the narrator’s fraught relationship to traditional epic 
epistemology. 
                                                 
2 See Murray 2005, who argues that lines 18-19 are not merely recusatio but are intended as a subtle rejection of the 
truth value of this particular tradition about the construction of the Argo. Some editors have seen the combination of 
attributive πρόσθεν (“bards of the past”) and adverbial ἔτι (“still”) as problematic, and try to emend the problem 
away with Brunck (ἐπικλείουσιν). I am of the opinion that the reference is to “ancient poets” whose songs are 
preserved by tradition. It is not necessary to insist on a literary tradition over an oral one – nor is it necessary that a 
tradition of one or the other type should have actually existed. 
 
3 For discussion of the word ὑποφήτορες and its meaning in this passage, see Albis 1996, 20-22; Gonzáles 2000; 
Morrison 2007, 286-293. 
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 The beginning of Apollonius’ proem, although less ambiguous than its conclusion, 
presents a more subtle contrast with the rhapsodic tradition as represented by Homer. Read 
against the invocation that precedes Homer’s Catalogue of Ships, the Argonautica’s opening-line 
declaration of “the glories of ancient-born men” (παλαιγενέων κλέα φωτῶν, 1.1) as its subject is 
striking. The phrase recalls the Homeric κλέα ἀνδρῶν, which is used three times in contexts of 
singing (Il. 9.189, Od. 8.73) or recalling traditional stories of heroes (Il. 9.524).4 While Homer 
explicitly marks κλέος as a diminished form of experience and insists upon the Muses’ 
authorization of his own song (Il. 2.485-486, above), the Argonautica’s narrator from the 
beginning announces his task as a recollection of κλέα. Thus the proem establishes a new 
relationship (vis-à-vis the Homeric pattern) both between poet and audience and between the 
poet and the Muses. The poet confronts the audience not as a mouthpiece of the Muses, but as a 
curator of traditions. Apollonius continues to acknowledge (and suggest his own consultation of) 
traditional knowledge throughout the poem’s four books. These are the original “Alexandrian 
footnotes,” citations of tradition marked sometimes by words and phrases like φατίζεται (1.24) 
and εἰ ἐτεόν γε πέλει κλέος (1.154), and elsewhere by longer digressions (e.g. on the country of 
the Amazons, 2.972-984; on the Eridanus river, 4.597-618).5 The Catalogue is particularly rich 
with implicit and explicit recognition of traditional sources, featuring six “footnotes” in which 
the narrator refers to the lore of various heroes.6 This practice underscores Apollonius’ departure 
                                                 
4 Translators of the Argonautica have typically concretized κλέα: “famous deeds” (Coleridge, Race, Seaton), “les 
exploits” (Delage). Similarly, translators of the Iliad and Odyssey: “glorious deeds” (Murray, Verity), “fame” 
(Lattimore). LSJ suggests “the lays of their achievements” for this passage (A.II). 
 
5 Such markers in Latin poetry were dubbed “Alexandrian footnotes” by Ross 1975, 78. See also Horsfall 1990; 
Hinds 1998, 1-5. 
 
6 The other four citations or “footnotes” are marked by ἐνέπουσιν (26), ἔτι κλείουσιν ἀοιδοί (59), πευθόμεθ’ (123), 
and φάτις (172). 
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from the poetics and epistemology of Homer, who prefaces his own Catalogue of Ships (Il. 
2.484-760) by declaring the impossibility of completing his task by merely human means.7  
 If Homer relies on the Muses and their presence at and knowledge of the events of the 
Trojan War—if Homer’s singer and the Muses collaborate to produce a single expression of 
κλέος—Apollonius has a different strategy, working (at least in part) from κλέα, with the 
ambiguous aid of the Muses, to produce his own song about κλέα. The eyewitness role of the 
Muses described in Homer is nowhere evident in Apollonius, whose Muses are indeed prompters 
and interpreters, coming to the singer’s aid in moments of historiographical error or uncertainty.8 
The Muses will vouch for the truth of one tale over another; but they will not, apparently, 
channel their firsthand knowledge through the bard’s song. Nonetheless, Apollonius emphasizes 
and relies on the sense of vision in establishing his own poetic authority throughout the poem. In 
particular, the events of the Argonautica are frequently marked by the presence of eyewitnesses, 
or else by foundations that remain visible in the narrative present. These seemingly unrelated 
motifs, which are examined more extensively in Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation, are in fact 
closely linked in Apollonius’ poetic project, since each serves to locate the origins of 
mythopoetic tradition in a primary experience. In some passages, it is the lived experience of the 
eyewitness; in others, the experience of the latter-day observer, for whom the monuments left 
behind by the Argonauts are themselves witness to the heroes’ deeds. By these means, the singer 
reintroduces the immediacy of visual contact that is denied from the quarter of the Muses. The 
new visual authority is multifaceted and problematic, but essential to Apollonius’ project. 
                                                 
7 Homer does occasionally “cite” traditional knowledge, e.g. at Il. 2.783: “among the Arimi, where they say (φασι) 
the bed of Typhoeus is.” He does not do so in the Catalogue of Ships. 
 
8 For example, the narrator cites the agency of the Muses (Μουσέων ὕπο, 2.845) as motivating a digression 
explaining how Agamestor, and not Idmon, came to be worshipped as the guardian hero of Heraclea (2.844-850). 
Cf. 4.552-556; 1381-1392. 
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 The “eyewitness” figures in Apollonius are not a simple or straightforward substitute for 
the Muses. Importantly, the witnesses in the Argonautica do not share the Homeric Muses’ 
function of speaking to and inspiring the poet. Many of them are mortal characters; others are 
gods but have no acknowledged part in the composition or “performance” of the Argonautica.9 
Nonetheless, witnesses appear frequently in the Argonautica and substantially shape the 
narrative to which they belong. Witness-figures, by their very presence in the world of the epic, 
establish the visual and epistemic frameworks within which the narrative takes place. For 
example, the men and women of Iolcus witness the Argonauts’ procession to the shore of 
Pagasae, and the narrator reports the men’s speculation and the women’s lamentation based on 
the sight (1.234-260). The narrative not only views the Argonauts through the Iolcians’ eyes, but 
appropriates their experience and even their interpretation of that experience in order to 
constitute itself (1.238-246): 
           ἀμφὶ δὲ λαῶν 
πληθὺς ἐπερχομένων ἄμυδις θέεν, οἱ δὲ φαεινοὶ 
ἀστέρες ὣς νεφέεσσι μετέπρεπον. ὧδε δ’ ἕκαστος  240 
ἔννεπεν εἰσορόων σὺν τεύχεσιν ἀίσσοντας· 
     “Ζεῦ ἄνα, τίς Πελίαο νόος; πόθι τόσσον ὅμιλον 
ἡρώων γαίης Παναχαιίδος ἔκτοθι βάλλει; 
αὐτῆμάρ κε δόμους ὀλοῷ πυρὶ δῃώσειαν 
Αἰήτεω, ὅτε μή σφιν ἑκὼν δέρος ἐγγυαλίξῃ.   245 
ἀλλ’ οὐ φυκτὰ κέλευθα, πόνος δ’ ἄπρηκτος ἰοῦσιν.” 
 
And around them a multitude of people ran, pressing up against the heroes in a 
crowd, while the heroes stood out like shining stars amidst clouds, and thus did 
each one speak as he beheld them rushing by in their arms: “Lord Zeus, what is 
Pelias’ purpose? Whither does he send so great a company of heroes beyond all 
the Achaean land? In one day they could destroy the palace of Aeetes with deadly 
fire, since he will not hand the fleece over to them willingly. But the voyage 
cannot be avoided, and it is an impossible toil for those going.” 
 
                                                 
9 Albis 1996 suggests that the opening words of the Argonautica (Ἀρχόμενος σέο, Φοῖβε, 1.1) constitute an 
invocation of the god as an inspiring authority, paralleling the Homeric invocations of the Muse, rather than only 
indicating the starting point of Apollonius’ narration (cf. μνήσομαι, 1.2). This seems unlikely, since the narrator 
makes no further appeal to Apollo for inspiration. 
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The Iolcians are the first witnesses of the Argonauts as a group, and their significance as such is 
highlighted by the structure of the opening book: immediately following the Catalogue of heroes, 
they hold first place in the narrative proper. As they watch the Argonauts departing for the 
harbor, their commentary on the scene resembles a Homeric τις-speech (240-246).10 What is 
implied by such speeches in the Iliad is almost explicit in the Argonautica: the common crowd of 
the poem’s world constitutes a uniquely close parallel to the poem’s external audience. 
Anonymous, inferior, admiring – in this case, also skeptical – they behold heroes who “stand out 
like stars amidst clouds” (ἀστέρες ὣς νεφέεσσι μετέπρεπον, 240). The Iolcians’ speech, 
furthermore, characterizes them as an audience with knowledge of the players and stakes in the 
narrative about to unfold. The poem’s external audience has, on one level, a superior knowledge 
of how events will play out; yet on another level it experiences the present moment of the text in 
unison with the internal audience’s experience, and identifies with that experience.  
The Iolcian witnesses perform a narrative function similar to that ascribed to the Muses 
by Homer, because their firsthand experience becomes a lens through which the past moment is 
reconstituted in the narrative. A further link is drawn between these witnesses of the absent 
heroic world and the present-day song in Book 3. Here, Jason conjures an image of the waiting 
wives and mothers of the heroes, who (he claims) will celebrate Medea for her part in the 
Argonauts’ safe return to Hellas (3.990-996):  
  σοὶ δ’ ἂν ἐγὼ τίσαιμι χάριν μετόπισθεν ἀρωγῆς,  990 
ἣ θέμις, ὡς ἐπέοικε διάνδιχα ναιετάοντας, 
οὔνομα καὶ καλὸν τεύχων κλέος· ὣς δὲ καὶ ὧλλοι 
ἥρωες κλῄσουσιν ἐς Ἑλλάδα νοστήσαντες 
ἡρώων τ’ ἄλοχοι καὶ μητέρες, αἵ νύ που ἤδη 
ἡμέας ἠιόνεσσιν ἐφεζόμεναι γοάουσιν·   995 
τάων ἀργαλέας κεν ἀποσκεδάσειας ἀνίας. 
 
                                                 




Hereafter I would pay you gratitude for your help, as is right, as is fitting for 
people who dwell far apart, by making a name and fair reputation for you; and so 
too the rest of the heroes shall celebrate you after returning to Hellas, and the 
heroes’ wives and mothers, who perhaps even now are sitting on the shores and 
bewailing us—you could disperse their grievous pains. 
 
Jason claims that, together with Jason himself and his crew, the women will celebrate and spread 
Medea’s κλέος. That is to say, they will begin a tradition of narrative that may continue 
indefinitely, even into the Apollonian narrator’s time. The women’s lamentations on the shore 
suggestively recall the scene in 1.234-260, where (after the τις-speech quoted above) the Iolcian 
women lament the tragic circumstances arising from Jason’s mandated quest. Whether Jason 
imagines the shore of Pagasae or numerous shores throughout Hellas, the shore marks the 
beginning of the Argo’s voyage—and, in this poem, the beginning of narratives about the Argo’s 
voyage.11 This is not to say that the Iolcian speeches in Book 1 begin a κλέος tradition that 
continues unbroken to Apollonius’ narrative—the Iolcians do not accurately predict the voyage’s 
outcome, after all, and Jason’s optimistic promise in Book 3 is itself belied by the tradition 
familiar to Apollonius’ audience. Rather, Apollonius draws a generic connection between κλέος 
traditions and the original witnesses of the heroes and deeds recalled in such traditions.  
 Another programmatic moment in the Argonautica’s narrative is the launch of the Argo, 
where gods and nymphs are present as witnesses to the event (1.547-552). Before these 
spectators enter into the narrative, however, the narrator vividly paints the scene (540-546): 
  ὣς οἱ ὑπ’ Ὀρφῆος κιθάρῃ πέπληγον ἐρετμοῖς  540 
πόντου λάβρον ὕδωρ, ἐπὶ δὲ ῥόθια κλύζοντο. 
ἀφρῷ δ’ ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα κελαινὴ κήκιεν ἅλμη 
δεινὸν μορμύρουσα ἐρισθενέων μένει ἀνδρῶν. 
στράπτε δ’ ὑπ’ ἠελίῳ φλογὶ εἴκελα νηὸς ἰούσης 
τεύχεα· μακραὶ δ’ αἰὲν ἐλευκαίνοντο κέλευθοι,  545 
ἀτραπὸς ὣς χλοεροῖο διειδομένη πεδίοιο. 
                                                 
11 The poetic implications of the passage are further underscored by the exemplum of Ariadne to which Jason 




So to the accompaniment of Orpheus’ lyre they struck the sea’s turbulent water 
with oars, and thereover were dashed the waves and the murky brine bubbled here 
and there with foam, seething terribly under the force of the mighty men. There 
was a flash beneath the sun like flame, as the ship went on, from the arms; and 
their long wake continually whitened, like a path appearing across a green plain. 
 
Passages like this one lie behind the scholarly appreciation for Apollonius’ “painterly” style.12 
This description of movement (κήκιεν, 542; μορμύρουσα, 543), space (ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα, 542; 
μακραί, 545), light (στράπτε δ’ ὑπ’ ἠελίῳ φλογὶ ἔικελα, 544), and color (κελαινή, 542; 
ἐλευκαίνοντο, 545; χλοεροῖο, 546) stands among the most visual in the poem. The visual focus 
begins on the rowing crew, then closes in on the turning water, and finally withdraws to a 
distance suitable for observing the sunny sky, the light reflecting off the heroes’ shields, and the 
long wake trailing behind the ship. The “cinematic” movement of this description effects a 
transition from an imaginary vantage point in the midst of the Argonauts to one that is distant 
and elevated, in the heavens or on the mountaintops with the gods and nymphs who are presently 
introduced into the narrative. 
In the next few lines, shifting the narrative focus to the gods and nymphs viewing the 
scene just described capitalizes on the scene’s visuality. Implicitly, the divine spectators serve as 
an internal audience paralleling the poem’s external audience; at the same time, their literal 
vantage point in the fabula provides a perspective through which the narrator presents, and the 
audience imagines, the scene. Like the Iolcian mortals, the gods and nymphs marvel at the best 
of mankind (cf. ἄριστοι, 1.548); in turn, the narrative invites the external audience to visualize 
the scene from the perspective of the immortals. At the same time, however, the shift reasserts 
the scene’s real distance from the time of narration (1.547-552): 
      πάντες δ’ οὐρανόθεν λεῦσσον θεοὶ ἤματι κείνῳ 
νῆα καὶ ἡμιθέων ἀνδρῶν γένος, οἳ τότ’ ἄριστοι 
πόντον ἐπιπλώεσκον· ἐπ’ ἀκροτάτῃσι δὲ νύμφαι 
                                                 
12 Phinney 1967 argues that Apollonius even displays signs of a painter’s eye through the Argonautica’s visual style. 
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Πηλιάδες κορυφῇσιν ἐθάμβεον εἰσορόωσαι   550 
ἔργον Ἀθηναίης Ἰτωνίδος ἠδὲ καὶ αὐτοὺς 
ἥρωας χείρεσσιν ἐπικραδάοντας ἐρετμά. 
 
All the gods gazed from heaven on that day at the ship and the race of demigods, 
who were at that time the best to sail upon the sea. And upon its topmost peaks 
the nymphs of Mount Pelion marveled as they beheld the work of Itonian Athena 
and the heroes themselves as they plied the oars with their arms. 
 
Paradoxically, these lines at once supply a focalizing perspective on the Argo’s launch and 
remove the launch from view, disrupting the vivid image just created. The gods themselves are 
difficult to picture: from where in the heavens do they gaze down at the Argo? The nymphs of 
Pelion are given a concrete location on the mountaintop (549-550), but like the gods seem hidden 
from mortal view. At the same time, the narrator draws attention to the temporality of the scene: 
the gods gaze down “on that day” (ἤματι κείνῳ, 547) at the heroes “who were at that time (τότ’) 
the best sailing upon the sea” (548-549). These temporal markers highlight the artificiality of the 
narrative conceit—the notion that the audience, too, is present and watching events as they 
unfold—as the lines seem to recall the epic’s proem.13 The gods gaze upon “the ship and the race 
of demigods” (νῆα καὶ ἡμιθέων ἀνδρῶν γένος, 548), the nymphs on the “work of Itonian Athena 
and the heroes themselves.” The repeated compound object, i.e. “the ship and its crew,” recalls 
both the poem’s opening lines (cf. παλαιγενέων φωτῶν, 1; ἐύζυγον Ἀργώ, 4) and the 
programmatic conclusion to the proem (cf. νῆα μὲν οὖν, 18; γενεήν...ἡρώων, 20-21).14 
Apollonius thus connects the spectatorship of the gods and nymphs first to the long-past moment 
                                                 
13 The lines recall the Argonautica’s atypical proem by virtue of their content; verbally, however, they recall the 
language of more typical Archaic proems, e.g. the (partly reconstructed) opening lines from the pseudo-Hesiodic 
Catalogue of Women (fr. 1.1-5). 
 
14 Designating the Argo as a “work of Itonian Athena” (ἔργον Ἀθηναίης Ἰτωνίδος, 551), moreover, connects it to 
another aesthetic production in the poem, Jason’s cloak (cf. θεᾶς Ἰτωνίδος ἔργον, 1.721), and implicitly to 
Apollonius’ own ἔργον. 
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of the Argo’s launch, where they were present as eyewitnesses, and then to the external 
audience’s experience of the story as epic at a much later time.  
 The witnesses in Apollonius’ poem are like the Homeric Muses insofar as both are 
acknowledged by the respective poets as the source of a primary, visual experience of the fabula 
which in turn becomes the foundation of the epic narrative. Where Homer invokes the Muses at 
the start of his poems and in preparation for the most confounding of poetic tasks, Apollonius 
associates many of the vital moments of his poem with the presence of other witnesses: e.g. at 
the mustering of heroes and the launch of Argo, at Jason’s fulfillment of Aeetes’ challenge, or at 
the passage through the Wandering Rocks. Although these witnesses are no less sundered from 
the narrator’s present day than the heroes themselves, they provide both rational and irrational 
bases for the Argonautica’s narrative. The rational basis is the suggestion that the witnesses of 
the absent world are the originators of κλέα; the irrational, that their eyes and their perspectives 
can be appropriated by the narrator for a more direct access to their world. Ultimately, the 
witnessing motif forms part of a broader strategy through which Apollonius seeks to turn his 
poem’s audience, too, into virtual witnesses of the Argo, its crew, and their adventures. 
 
Visualization from Homer to Apollonius 
Chapter 2 of this dissertation will define and explore the concept of visualization in the 
Argonautica, but something must here be said about the precedents for Apollonius’ visual style, 
in the Homeric epics above all. As he did with other aspects of his Hellenistic epic, Apollonius 
drew freely on a broad literary heritage, but particularly on Homer, in order to construct his 
visualizing style. In order to give a sense of how Apollonius innovated on his predecessors, this 
section offers a brief overview of the concept of ἐνάργεια and its application to Greek literature 
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before the Hellenistic period. Nünlist (2009, 194) explains the visual implications of the term 
ἐνάργεια as follows: 
The word ἐνάργεια is usually rendered in English by ‘vividness’. However, the 
Greek concept of ἐνάργεια does not primarily refer to liveliness, vivacity, the state 
of being animated, etc., as ‘vividness’ suggests. Rather ἐνάργεια is a visual 
concept (comparable to German Anschaulichkeit) and designates the graphic 
description that enthrals the audience….This visual foundation of the term 
manifests itself, among other things, in the way that the concept often goes hand 
in hand with the notion that the gripping account turns the reader into a spectator. 
 
Nünlist adds that, according to ancient rhetoric, two main factors are responsible for producing 
the effect of ἐνάργεια: “incorporation of detail, both their quantity and specificity” (195) and 
“reduction of the distance (temporal or spatial) between the events and the audience” (196). The 
first of these factors is typically the more important one in poetry, whereas the second factor is 
more commonly noted in orators such as Lysias.  
As I will argue in Chapter 2, Apollonius not only employs these typical elements of 
ἐνάργεια, but constructs coherent “patterns of visualization” whereby major themes in the epic 
are consistently elaborated through visual storytelling. Thus this dissertation will show that 
Apollonius’ visualizing style represents a genuine development from the visuality of the 
Homeric epics, although the latter undeniably served as a major influence on the former. 
Whereas the ἐνάργεια of the Iliad implicitly places the narratee as a spectator in the press of 
battle, and the epic’s similes introduce vivid scenes from other spheres of life,15 Apollonius 
develops the spectator into an archetypal role within the Argonautica. Gods, heroes, and ordinary 
mortals fill this role at different moments in the narrative with the result that the narratee sees the 
story unfolding from many different perspectives. In short, Apollonius’ innovations in visual 
style are analogous to his innovations in narrative: whereas the Homeric epics often proceed (or 
                                                 
15 On the role of “simile space” in the Iliad, see Tsagalis 2012, 261-345. 
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seem to proceed) impersonally, telling stories and depicting scenes of Troy and Odysseus with 
little overt commentary from the narrator’s perspective, Apollonius develops the Homeric style 
into a reflective, self-conscious form. Just as the narrator reveals himself in the Argonautica and 
uses Homeric narrative devices to emphasize his role as narrator, so he elaborates on the visual 
qualities of Homeric narrative to produce images and scenes that seem to reflect a heightened 
awareness of what poetry can achieve in this regard. 
 
Methodology and Definitions 
 The analyses contained in this dissertation are informed (but not strictly limited) by 
critical theory, especially narratology and reader-response theory. In this section of the 
introduction, I will briefly explain my use of these theoretical lenses and provide working 
definitions for the theoretical terminology I will use throughout this dissertation. 
 Reader-response theory is an approach to texts that analyzes the reader’s experience of a 
text as a critical part of the text’s significance alongside whatever the text holds in itself. 
According to this theory, readers are active participants in the construction of a text’s meaning 
rather than passive recipients of its contents.16 Although I believe the Argonautica was always 
primarily a literary text to be read rather than one to be performed and heard, I avoid the term 
“reader” in this dissertation in favor of “audience” and “narratee” (as explained further below). 
Nonetheless, I make frequent references to the audience’s experience of the epic in my analyses. 
Furthermore, I follow the “transactional” school of reader-response criticism in positing a 
“fictional contract” between the poet and audience that establishes how the poem’s audience is to 
understand itself in the role of narratee(s) and the poet in the role of narrator. This fictional 
                                                 
16 On reader-response theory, see Rosenblatt 1978; Tompkins 1980. 
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contract is constituted by the text itself, through which narrator and narratee alike are also 
constructed. 
 Narratology, the study of narrative and its constituent parts, is best known to the field of 
classics through the work of Irene de Jong, whose seminal monograph Narrators and Focalizers: 
The Presentation of the Story in the Iliad was among the first important applications of 
narratology in the English language. Two years prior, Massimo Fusillo had published Il Tempo 
delle Argonautiche, one of the first major applications of the theory to any classical author. 
Apollonius’s narrative has thus interested scholars from the time of narratology’s breakthrough 
in the field. Whereas Fusillo’s work sets forth a strict narratological taxonomy of the 
Argonautica, this dissertation follows a more idiosyncratic path while making frequent use of a 
number of narratological terms, which I define here.  
One of narratology’s most significant contributions to the study of literature is its 
definition of four major roles within narrative: narrator, narratee, focalizer, and focalizee. The 
narrator’s role is to relate or “narrate” the events of a story. The narrator is a persona constructed 
by a text, and as such must be distinguished from the author or poet who composed the text. 
Thus references to “the poet” and to “Apollonius” in this dissertation always refer to the 
historical person who composed the Argonautica sometime in the 3rd century BCE. “The 
narrator,” on the other hand, always refers to the persona who relates (and digresses from) the 
story of the Argonauts. Although Apollonius, as poet, is ultimately responsible for the form and 
content of the Argonautica’s text, the narrator is assumed to be responsible for all aspects of the 
narrative.  
 While the narrator’s role is to relate the story or in other words perform the act of 
narration, the narratee’s role is to be the recipient of the act of narration. The narratee might 
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accordingly be thought of as the narrator’s audience, yet for reasons of clarity I make a 
distinction here parallel to that between “poet” and “narrator”: “audience” refers to the real 
people who hear or read the poem, while the “narratee” is a persona constructed by the text, like 
the narrator. In some cases, the narratee may even be an entirely different entity than a text’s 
external audience, as is the case in a narrative that addresses itself to a specific narratee—as 
Hesiod’s Works and Days addresses itself to Hesiod’s brother Perses, for example.17 I make no 
intentional distinctions between readers and listeners of the epic; whereas portions of the 
Argonautica may indeed have been recited before Hellenistic audiences, I assume that reading 
was always the primary mode of engagement with the poem.18  
 Throughout this dissertation, I largely follow de Jong’s example in my use of the terms 
“fabula” and “story.” The fabula is the “raw material” of a narrative work; in the case of the 
Argonautica, it refers to all the events of the Argo’s launch and voyage as they took place.19 The 
Russian formalists opposed this concept with that of the sujet, which denotes all those events as 
they are represented in the poem. Again following de Jong, I prefer the term “story” over sujet to 
refer to the narrator’s representation of the fabula’s events. To these standard definitions I have 
added some idiosyncratic usages in the discussions that follow. I frequently make reference to 
the “world of the fabula” or the “heroic past,” by which I mean to indicate the setting of the 
fabula broadly considered. I often oppose these concepts to the “world of the narrative” or the 
“narrative present,” which in the Argonautica constitute a fictional setting of their own—
                                                 
17 On Perses as the dominant narratee of the Works and Days, see Nünlist 2004, 33. 
 
18 I cannot fully discount the possibility that Apollonius intended that his text should evoke the context of a 
rhapsodic performance, as Albis 1996 contends. In this case, while the Argonautica’s total audience from the time of 
its first publication has consisted mostly of readers, the “fictional contract” would establish that the narrator is a 
performing bard, and the narratee an auditor of his performance. 
 
19 See de Jong 2014: “The reconstructed fabula consists of the events [sc. reported in a narrative] in their full form in 
chronological order” (77). 
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however closely or otherwise they may approximate an accurate representation of the world at 
the time of the epic’s publication. 
 I also make use of the narratological concept of focalization, which pertains to the 
question of “who sees” in a narrative, as opposed to “who speaks,” which refers to narration. 
Despite this language, focalization is not limited to elements and effects of vision in a narrative; 
it includes any intellectual (and indeed any perceptual or experiential) activity. The agent noun 
“focalizer” designates the figure or figures whose experience is represented in the narrative. 
Narrators are themselves always also focalizers, but they may also embed the focalization of one 
of their characters. This embedding may be explicit: “Jason saw,” “Medea thought,” and similar 
expressions introduce something that these characters experienced. Embedded focalization may 
also be implicit, as for example when the narrator uses an evaluative term that may be attributed 
to the perspective of a character or characters within the fabula. Thus when Medea first spies 
Jason approaching her outside Hecate’s temple where she has been waiting with her handmaids 
(3.948-965), the narrator speaks what Medea sees and feels: that Jason is “beautiful to look 
upon” (καλὸς...εἰσοράασθαι, 960) and that he stirs “lovesick distress” (κάματον…δυσίμερον, 
961) in the girl. 
 
Dissertation Overview 
In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, I identify and discuss four essential aspects of the 
Argonautica’s narrative: self-consciousness, positionality, variety, and recursive allusivity. I 
regard each of these topics as a narrative strategy that further develops the epic’s thematic 
engagement with narrative itself and the epistemology of epic narrative, as well as with the 
crucial role of perspective in the formulation of narrative. The first two sections of this chapter 
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relate specifically to the (self-)construction of the narrator and the narrative, respectively, 
through details of the text which constitute a “fictional contract” between the poet and audience, 
that is, the understanding according to which the poet becomes the narrator and the audience his 
narratee(s). The latter two sections, on the other hand, focus on the narrator’s idiosyncratic (and 
highly variable) presentation of the story in the Argonautica. By varying his narrative approach, 
sometimes drastically, and by employing a recursive allusive strategy, the narrator highlights the 
many perspectives which may be combined in the creation of an epic narrative. The section on 
recursive allusivity, moreover, focuses on a particularly important strategy of developing 
mythical themes through successive references at different points in the epic, such that the 
individual allusions accumulate meaning and completeness intratextually, as the epic unfolds. 
My analysis of this allusive strategy, which to my knowledge has not been previously discussed, 
sheds light on Apollonius’ handling of several programmatic myths, including the stories of 
Jason’s crossing of the Anaurus river and Theseus’ abandonment of Ariadne. 
While Chapter 1 focuses on issues of narrative, Chapter 2 offers an analysis of the 
Argonautica’s visuality. I begin this chapter by defining a methodology for analyzing visuality, 
namely by introducing the concept of visualization, the twofold process in which the narrator 
provides objective visual details through the narrative and the narratee subjectively forms mental 
images in response to this input. Moreover, I introduce the terms “immersion” and “detachment” 
to describe two major narrative effects associated with the narrator’s use of visualizing strategies. 
In brief, “immersion” refers to a narrative effect that increase the narratee’s involvement in the 
fabula, whereas “detachment” describes an effect that removes the narratee from such 
involvement. This terminology enables me to examine how visual and narrative perspectives 
productively interact in the three thematic discussions that conclude the chapter. I have selected 
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the three themes—the marvelous, voyeurism, and geography—for their frequency and 
importance to the Argonautica as a whole. Although these topics are evidently dissimilar, each 
one introduces into the epic new character perspectives and new relationships between the 
narrator and his story, thus contributing to the visio-narrative epistemology of the epic. 
In Chapter 3, I conclude the study by exploring the most significant intersection of 
narrative and visuality in the Argonautica, namely in the epic’s aetiological program. 
Aetiologies—accounts that explain the origin of a given feature of the world—are common in 
many literatures and many texts. In the Argonautica, I argue, they embody the ideological and 
philosophical project of the poem by connecting the visual experiences of its mythical characters 
and its contemporary audience. In the first part of this chapter, I focus particularly on the role of 
“signs” (σήματα) in the epic, visible features of the contemporary world that are posited by the 
narrator as a kind of proof that the narrated events in the world of the fabula are true and 
“attested,” as it were. In the second part of the chapter, I explore what I have termed a 
“supernarrative” in the Argonautica, arguing that the narrator uses his story of the Argo’s voyage 
as a vehicle for a broader exploration of the theme of cosmic change. Building on the concept of 
recursive allusivity introduced in Chapter 1, moreover, I show that Apollonius constructs this 
cosmic supernarrative largely by means of (often digressive) allusions to myths about the 
succession of Zeus and his Olympian order. 
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CHAPTER 1: ESSENTIAL ASPECTS OF THE ARGONAUTICA’S NARRATIVE 
Introduction 
 Since at least the publication of Fusillo’s seminal work Il tempo delle Argonautiche 
(1985), narrative has been a primary locus of interest in the Argonautica. Apollonius’ poem 
presents an intriguing contrast from the Homeric epics in this regard, and provides a welcome 
opportunity to engage with Aristotle’s prescriptions in the Poetics.20 Where Homer is supposedly 
objective and magisterial in the presentation of his stories, Apollonius is considered subjective 
and playful. Where the Iliad and Odyssey present unified plots according to Aristotle himself, the 
Argonautica has been denounced as episodic. A considerable part of the scholarship on the epic 
has been dedicated to finding its unity in thematic terms.21 There has yet to be produced, 
however, any thorough account arguing for the poem’s narratological cohesiveness. 
 Fusillo himself rather dissects and typologizes the narrative, and later approaches have 
taken only individual aspects of narrative to analyze, often the digressions or the person of the 
narrator.22 In this chapter, I aim to take a more holistic approach to the study of narrative in the 
Argonautica. Although heavily informed by narratological theory, my approach is not strictly 
narratological. It is also influenced by reader-response theory: one of my key assumptions, which 
runs contrary to the established view of Hellenistic literary culture, is that a work of the
                                                 
20 For more on reading the Argonautica’s epic narrative in light of Aristotle’s Poetics, see Hunter 2008. 
 
21 See, for example, Hurst 1967; Phinney 1967; Beye 1982; Nyberg 1992. 
 
22 On the narrator, see especially Morrison 2007; for a brief overview of some salient aspects of the Argonautica’s 
narrative, see Cuypers 2004. 
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 Argonautica’s complexity may at one level be read without special attention to its relationship 
to the works of Apollonius’ literary forbears, or at least with careful regard for the work in its 
isolation as well as its allusivity. In short, a reader who experiences the epic on its own narrative 
terms is prepared for a different experience than a reader attuned primarily to its literary 
sophistication. 
Rather than analyze the poem according to narratological roles or types, I identify and 
explore four qualities of the narrative which have so far remained either unremarked or 
underexamined: namely its self-consciousness, its positionality, its variety, and its recursivity. 
The specific application of these terms will of course become clear in the sections that pertain to 
them, but I briefly define them as follows. “Self-consciousness,” a term frequently encountered 
yet rarely defined in Hellenistic studies, refers in this analysis to Apollonius’ presentation of the 
narrative as a poetic work in the midst of mythopoetic traditions. This is not to contradict my 
suggestion that the Argonautica can be meaningfully read on its own, since the epic invokes the 
existence of such traditions in itself. The concept of “positionality” builds on this idea, but rather 
emphasizes the construction of the narrative as a medium between the absent heroic world and 
the present perspective of the epic’s narratees. The term “variety” refers in this study particularly 
to the variety of narrative modalities that appear in keeping with, and in part constitute, the 
notoriously episodic character of the epic. The last term “recursivity” refers to the tendency for 
allusive micronarratives to recur once or more in the epic, as a result of which they serve as 
intratextual links within the poem’s larger narrative. 
Each part of this qualitative analysis brings into contact aspects of narrative that are 
frequently held separate, and in so doing sheds light on the real interconnectedness of narrative 
and poem. Furthermore, each discussion develops a perspective on the epistemology of the 
 
21 
narrative, a primary concern of the epic that binds its disparate parts into a cohesive whole. In 
short, I will argue that the Argonautica’s narrative is so difficult to appraise precisely because 
Apollonius deliberately varies his narrative modality, adopting at different moments in the poem 
a different relationship to both his story and his audience. Certain details of this relationship are 
indeed derived from literary precedents, while in other cases Apollonius invents or innovates 
seemingly unique ways of communicating with his audience.23 Nonetheless, the variatio on 
display in the Apollonian narrator’s style does not undermine the continuity and consistency of 
the poet’s vision. As I ultimately hope to show, the Argonautica should not be mistaken for a 
patchwork of homage, theft, and faltering innovation without a coherent voice of its own; rather 
it should be recognized as a study in the methodology and the epistemology of epic poetry. 
 
Self-Consciousness: Narrator and Narrative Modality 
 Although the “self-consciousness” of the Argonautica, its poet, and its literary milieu is 
by now a cliché in Hellenistic studies, the precise meaning of the term as used in scholarship is 
difficult to ascertain.24 The epithet “self-conscious” can describe a number of poetic features. 
Sometimes, it means that Apollonius, Callimachus, and their poetic ilk do not shy away from 
inserting their own authorial voices into their works. In other cases, it seems to distinguish the 
“literate” and “literary” quality of Apollonius and his peers from the “oral” paradigm of earlier 
poetry.25 In particular and above all, the poets of the 3rd century BCE are supposed to have been 
                                                 
23 For this dynamic in Apollonius’ poem and in Hellenistic poetry generally, see Fantuzzi and Hunter 2004. 
 
24 E.g. Hunter 1993, 101; DeForest 1994, 4; Cuypers 2004, 43. 
 
25 See Hunter 1993, who connects the prominence of the authorial voice with the quality of literariness: “No feature 
of Alexandrian poetry has attracted more attention in recent years than the self-conscious literariness of its 




highly conscious of their relationship to Homer – of his status as a paragon of Panhellenic 
culture, of the impossibility of surpassing him. Although this view of the Hellenistic poets has a 
firm foundation in the poets themselves (cf., e.g., Theoc. Id. 16.20),26 the idea has come to 
dominate scholarship on their works, aided in the late twentieth century by the Freud-tinged 
critical theory encapsulated in Harold Bloom’s idea of the “anxiety of influence.”27 While there 
are ample grounds for regarding Hellenistic poetry as quintessentially epigonal, modern criticism 
is too often content to rest on this determination and its vague connotations. Apollonius is indeed 
a self-conscious poet, constantly aware of Homer – but what does that mean for an interpretation 
of the Argonautica on its own terms? 
 The Argonautica’s “own terms” are quite explicitly stated in its own proem, but the 
implications of these terms have not been fully realized; indeed, they have often been ignored in 
favor of the strong literary-historical tendency that continues to dominate Hellenistic scholarship. 
At least on the surface, the proem does not ask that the following narrative be read with Homer 
constantly in mind. Although the use of dactylic hexameter does indeed place the work in 
immediate comparison with Apollonius’ great forbear, and other details of the proem, including 
the use of Ἀρχομενος (1) and the direct address to Apollo (Φοῖβε, 1), likewise set up definite 
genre expectations, nonetheless the Argonautica and its narrator possess their own purpose, 
which is encapsulated in the epic’s first four lines (1-4): 
  Ἀρχόμενος σέο, Φοῖβε, παλαιγενέων κλέα φωτῶν 
μνήσομαι, οἳ Πόντοιο κατὰ στόμα καὶ διὰ πέτρας 
Κυανέας βασιλῆος ἐφημοσύνῃ Πελίαο 
χρύσειον μετὰ κῶας ἐύζυγον ἤλασαν Ἀργώ. 
                                                 
26 The impossibility of surpassing Homer is a trope for the Greek poets themselves as early as the 5th century BCE 
(cf. Pind. Pae. 7b.11-12). Callimachus and other Hellenistic epigrammatists found the trope waiting for them. 
 
27 For more on the “anxiety of influence,” see Bloom 1973. 
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Beginning from you, Phoebus, I shall recall the glories of ancient-born men, who 
drove the well-benched Argo through the mouth of Pontus and through the 
Cyanean Rocks on the order of King Pelias, in quest of the golden fleece. 
 
This proem depicts a narrator who is forthright, in that he announces his basic subject matter 
clearly and succinctly;28 who is generically self-aware, insofar as the phrase παλαιγενέων κλέα 
φωτῶν designates the form and subject matter of epic;29 who is confident and assured in his 
narration, as the assertive 1st person of μνήσομαι (2) and the absence of a Muse-invocation on 
the Homeric model convey.30 The narrator’s purpose is to recall the klea of the Argonauts—their 
glorious deeds, or the glorious stories of those deeds. This purpose implies an audience, and the 
direct address to Apollo further suggests that the narrator adopts or imitates the attitude of a 
rhapsode, who sings not only for the ears of mortals but also for the delight and magnification of 
the god through formal hymnic devices.31  
 Yet the precise relationship between the narrator and his audience is tantalizingly difficult 
to pin down. However the rhapsodic notes might evoke the setting of a publicly performed 
hymn, other elements of the proem clash with this notion. Setting aside the intervening lines, 
which establish the crucial background of the story the narrator has undertaken (5-17), the 
proem’s five-line conclusion offers further details with which to contextualize the Argonautica’s 
narrative—as opposed to the story the narrative tells—and thus the audience’s relationship to the 
narrator and his narrative (18-22): 
  νῆα μὲν οὖν οἱ πρόσθεν ἔτι κλείουσιν ἀοιδοὶ 
Ἄργον Ἀθηναίης καμέειν ὑποθημοσύνῃσιν. 
νῦν δ’ ἂν ἐγὼ γενεήν τε καὶ οὔνομα μυθησαίμην  20 
                                                 
28 There is some debate as to whether 1-4 are meant to describe only the outgoing voyage of the Argo (thus further 
motivating the “renewed” invocations of Books 3 and 4) or the entire Argonautic adventure. 
 
29 Hunter 2008, 115-119. 
 
30 On the narrator’s confidence, see Morrison 2007, 271-295. 
 
31 On Apollonius’ presentation of his epic as a rhapsodic performance, see Albis 1996. 
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ἡρώων, δολιχῆς τε πόρους ἁλός, ὅσσα τ’ ἔρεξαν 
πλαζόμενοι· Μοῦσαι δ’ ὑποφήτορες εἶεν ἀοιδῆς. 
 
As for the ship, the bards of the past still celebrate how Argus built it by Athena’s 
instructions. But now I will relate the families and names of the heroes, their paths 
on the vast sea, and all they did as they wandered – and may the Muses be 
interpreters of my song.32 
 
For the archaic rhapsode, selecting a starting point of song is an integral part of an invocation, 
and as such it emphasizes the singer’s relationship to the inspiring (and authorizing) divinity, 
typically the Muse (or Muses). Apollonius’ narrator, by contrast, announces a starting point as 
his choice (emphasized by the potential optative μυθησαίμην, 20) and relates this choice to the 
songs of other poets. Thus he dismisses the building of the Argo as a first subject, as if he 
regarded this as either a natural or conventional starting point.33 The reference to past bards (οἱ 
πρόσθεν…ἀοιδοί, 18) itself suggests the narrator’s anxiety in telling a story already familiar to 
his audience, at least in parts.34 The implication is not, or not only, that the narrator does not wish 
or need to duplicate the accounts of others – surely many of those same past bards or others 
would have gone on to sing “the families and names of the heroes” (as Pindar certainly did) and 
“their paths on the vast sea, and all they did as they wandered” (20-22) – but rather that he 
wishes both to acknowledge the tradition and to emphasize his break from it. Bards of the past 
“still celebrate” the Argo’s construction in their songs: perhaps the audience is familiar with 
these songs or perhaps they might seek them out. This is not to contradict my earlier suggestion 
that the reader of the Argonautica should read the epic on its own terms. Here the distinction 
                                                 
32 For further discussion of this passage, see the Introduction, pp. 2-3 with notes. 
 
33 Murray 2005 regards this statement not as a recusatio or praeteritio, as others noted by her have done (88n2), but 
as rejecting the truth value of earlier accounts of the building of the Argo.  
 
34 The phrase οἱ πρόσθεν ἔτι κλείουσιν ἀοιδοί (18) has caused some editors discomfort because of the seeming 
contradiction of the two temporal words. These editors follow Brunck in emending ἔτι to the prefix ἐπι-, but one’s 
choice of text has no bearing on the interpretation adopted here. 
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between the real reader of the poem and the narratee constructed by the text is crucial. The 
narratee exists in the narrator’s world, and in this world the songs of earlier bards celebrate the 
ship’s construction. It makes no difference whether such songs existed historically (as they likely 
did); the salient point is that other singers and songs exist according to the fictional contract 
between the author and reader, a contract which is realized in the relationship between the 
narrator and narratee. 
 The narrator’s self-conscious assertion of his relationship to past bards raises the question 
of whether or not he refers to a literary tradition – i.e. to other texts that may be referenced and 
consulted at will, texts through which ongoing celebration (cf. once again ἔτι κλείουσιν, 18) of 
the Argo’s construction is realized. Apollonius refers to his own work regularly as an ἀοιδή (e.g. 
1.22, 1220, plural at 4.1773),35 which suggests he aligns his own professional identity with that 
of those poets or singers of the past. Whichever they were, it is necessary to understand that their 
accounts still exist either to be read or to be heard in repeated performance (cf. Apollonius’ wish 
for his own songs to be “sweeter for men to sing from year to year,” 4.1774).36 Even if we 
understand the lines as referring to a continuing oral tradition, however, to attribute 
contemporary performances to past bards implies a virtually literary existence for these texts. In 
establishing his relationship to his audience, then, the narrator of the Argonautica presents his 
own and his audience’s relationship to mythopoetic tradition as fundamentally literate, even 
while scrupulously avoiding direct reference to the use of writing.37 
                                                 
35 Elsewhere, he refers to his activity (or an activity cut short) as “telling stories from beginning to end” 
(μύθους…διηνεκέως ἀγορεύειν, 1.648-649). 
 
36 So Fränkel 1968, according to whom the use of ἔτι would mean “klärlich dass das alte Epos vom Schiffsbau 
‘noch’ existiert und dem zeitgenössischen Leser ‘noch’ zugänglich ist, sodass Ap[ollonios] dessen Inhalt nicht zu 
duplizieren braucht” (39). 
 
37 On the question of literacy and orality in Hellenistic poetry, see Cameron 1995; Bing 2009. 
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 In Homer, the narrator is a solitary voice, related only by implication to solitary singer 
characters in his own poem (Phemius and especially Demodocus). The relationship between 
Homer, his poem, and his audience is almost unremarked, but it is exclusive and unique: other 
myths, let alone poems or songs, exist only in the mouths of the singer characters and storytellers 
like Nestor and Phoenix.38 The audience of the Argonautica, on the other hand, is not conceived 
as relating automatically and exclusively to the narrator. There are other singers (ἀοιδοί) with 
their songs (ἀοιδαί): the audience is at least aware of them and perhaps able to consult them. The 
narrative of the Argonautica exists transparently in the midst of mythopoetic tradition(s), and this 
is the defining feature of Apollonius’ self-consciousness when understood as a term of his own 
poem. In other words, self-consciousness is not only an external quality determined by literacy or 
engagement with Homer, but an internal quality that situates the narrative of the Argonautica 
within a wider context of mythopoetic traditions with which the narrator patently engages as 
texts. Whereas it is possible for the modern reader (as it was for the ancient reader) to identify 
specific examples of Apollonius’ intertextual engagement with the Homeric epics and other 
surviving literary works, the narratee stands in a different relationship to the narrator and the 
loosely evoked network of traditions with which he works. The traditions, as the narratee 
understands from the terms of the fictional contract set forth in the narrator’s voice, inform the 
narrator and his presentation of his own story.39 
 Most modern scholarship on the Argonautica has taken for granted that Apollonius, like 
his Alexandrian contemporaries, was a sophisticated poet who wrote a sophisticated text for an 
                                                 
38 See Fantuzzi & Hunter 2004 on the privileged place of “included narratives” in epic; Alden 2000, 2017. 
Incidentally, the Argonautic myth is alluded to by Homer only in Circe’s directions to Odysseus (Od. 12.69-72). 
 
39 Readers of the poem may be tempted to connect the traditions evoked within the narrative to the historical 
traditions with which they are familiar, but for narratees this familiarity serves, at best, as proxy for knowledge held 
in common with the narrator. 
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audience composed primarily of sophisticated elites. While this is undoubtedly a fair assessment 
of the literary scene in the 3rd century BCE, the common critical approach to the epic—an 
approach that foregrounds its literary sophistication—has all too frequently led scholars to 
neglect Apollonius’ work as an autonomous poem with an autonomous narrative. In order to 
understand the epic on its own terms, it is necessary to adopt or at least thoroughly consider a 
new approach, one that allows the narrator’s own presentation to stand at least on one level as a 
felicitous communication between himself and his audience, unmarred by epigonal games and 
the anxiety of influence. While the average reader of Apollonius in the 3rd century BCE was 
likely well-versed in a wide range of Hellenic literature, much of it now lost to time, the 
Argonautica’s fictional contract requires the narratee to read the narrative assiduously and to 
regard the text (and the text’s intertextuality) as an incidental vehicle for the narrative, or even as 
unreal within the world of the narrative, where the reader assumes the role of the narratee regaled 
with the narrator’s song. 
The entirety of the Argonautica’s catalogue of heroes (1.23-233) documents Apollonius’ 
difference from and indebtedness to prior epic tradition; it could be said to catalogue these 
relationships as much as it does the “families and names of the heroes” (1.20-21). I have already 
suggested that the end of the proem expresses an important term by which the audience must 
relate to the narrative – namely, by understanding the narrative’s situation within a larger 
tradition. While these references to tradition permeate the epic, they are perhaps most highly 
concentrated in the catalogue. Many of the Argonauts figure in other myths – many indeed figure 
more prominently in other myths than they do in Apollonius’ Argonautica, if not necessarily in 
all conceivable Argonauticas. Accordingly Apollonius makes of his catalogue a rich tapestry of 
traditions, some explicitly cited, others merely evoked. Here the common literary approach to the 
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poem and my own narratological approach come into contact, since the covert (and historical) 
intertextual engagement with other texts is mirrored in the narrator’s overt references to 
mythopoetic traditions.  
 The end of Apollonius’ proem, which serves also to announce the catalogue, neatly 
demonstrates the interconnection of literary sophistication and narratological independence in the 
Argonautica. As already suggested above, the proem deliberately avoids setting up a Homeric 
relationship between singer and Muse while at the same time including verbal gestures towards 
significant Homeric passages, among them the invocation that precedes the Catalogue of Ships 
(Il. 2.484-493): 
  Ἔσπετε νῦν μοι Μοῦσαι Ὀλύμπια δώματ’ ἔχουσαι· 
ὑμεῖς γὰρ θεαί ἐστε πάρεστέ τε ἴστέ τε πάντα,     485 
ἡμεῖς δὲ κλέος οἶον ἀκούομεν οὐδέ τι ἴδμεν· 
οἵ τινες ἡγεμόνες Δαναῶν καὶ κοίρανοι ἦσαν· 
πληθὺν δ’ οὐκ ἂν ἐγὼ μυθήσομαι οὐδ’ ὀνομήνω, 
οὐδ’ εἴ μοι δέκα μὲν γλῶσσαι, δέκα δὲ στόματ’ εἶεν, 
φωνὴ δ’ ἄρρηκτος, χάλκεον δέ μοι ἦτορ ἐνείη,      490 
εἰ μὴ Ὀλυμπιάδες Μοῦσαι Διὸς αἰγιόχοιο 
θυγατέρες μνησαίαθ’ ὅσοι ὑπὸ Ἴλιον ἦλθον· 
ἀρχοὺς αὖ νηῶν ἐρέω νῆάς τε προπάσας. 
 
In this passage, Homer represents the undertaking of the Catalogue as a superhuman task, 
impossible without the aid of the Muses. The impossibility is multivalent and arises from more 
than one cause. If humans lack the Muses’ firsthand knowledge of all things but “hear the κλέος 
only” (486) of any distant affair, this would not seem to preclude the possibility of narration in 
itself, but only the possibility of telling and naming (cf. οὐκ ἂν ἐγὼ μυθήσομαι οὐδ’ ὀνομήνω, 
488) with confidence and veracity. The magnitude of the task, on the other hand, exceeds the 
capacity of the human body. The assertion that ten tongues and mouths, an unbreakable voice, 
and a brazen heart would not be sufficient, “unless the Olympian Muses…should call to mind 
(μνησαίαθ’) all who came beneath Ilium” (489-492), seems to imply an interconnection of 
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physical endurance and memory; both are necessary for a complete and accurate account, and the 
Muses endow the poet with both. 
It is otherwise with the Argonautica’s narrator. His use of μνήσομαι (2) at the very start 
of the poem is at once an etymological gesture towards the Muses, the daughters of Mnemosyne, 
who remain conspicuously absent until the vexing last line of the proem (22), and an 
appropriation of their function—to recall (cf. μνησαίαθ’, Il. 2.492, quoted above) the heroic past 
to the mind of the poet. Furthermore, the construction of μνήσομαι with κλέα (1) as direct object 
serves to characterize Apollonius’ narrative precisely by its distance from the past, in direct 
opposition to Homer, for whom reliance on κλέος is a limiting human condition that the poet can 
overcome only with the Muses’ aid. Likewise, the first line in which the narrator declares his 
intention to relate the names and families of his heroes in a catalogue (νῦν δ’ ἂν ἐγὼ γενεήν τε 
καὶ οὔνομα μυθησαίμην, 20) deliberately echoes and reverses a key line in Homer’s invocation 
(πληθὺν δ’ οὐκ ἂν ἐγὼ μυθήσομαι οὐδ’ ὀνομήνω, 2.488). What is impossible for the Homeric 
narrator without the Muses is possible for Apollonius’ narrator on his own resources. The 
immediate context (that is, the end of the proem, 18-22) and the substance of the catalogue show 
how the narrator’s recollection is possible: in his literate or quasi-literate world, where other 
songs exist for the narrator to deliberately avoid, engage, or cite, the role of the Muses is 
secondary to that of the self-positioning singer. 
 The substance of Apollonius’ catalogue bears out the narrative context established in the 
proem, in which the narrator is one poet creating one poem in the context of long, multiple, and 
potentially various mythopoetic traditions. The most obvious elements of this contextualization 
are the narrator’s citations of tradition, also referred to in scholarship as Alexandrian footnotes or 
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they-say statements,40 which establish certain stories and details recalled by the narrator as 
inheritances from pre-existing traditions. Two such citations occur at the very outset of the 
catalogue, where they follow the narrator’s second assertive use of the verb μνήσομαι (23; cf. 2). 
The citations, bolded below, illustrate that the narrator’s act of recollection is constituted in part 
by recollection of the traditional stories, the κλέα, and is thus not the recollection practiced by 
the Muses (23-27): 41 
  πρῶτά νυν Ὀρφῆος μνησώμεθα, τόν ῥά ποτ’ αὐτὴ 
Καλλιόπη Θρήικι φατίζεται εὐνηθεῖσα 
Οἰάγρῳ σκοπιῆς Πιμπληίδος ἄγχι τεκέσθαι.   25 
αὐτὰρ τόν γ’ ἐνέπουσιν ἀτειρέας οὔρεσι πέτρας 
θέλξαι ἀοιδάων ἐνοπῇ ποταμῶν τε ῥέεθρα. 
 
First, then, let us recall Orpheus, whom once Calliope herself is reputed to have 
borne after sleeping with Thracian Oeagrus near the Pimpleian height. He, they 
say, charmed unyielding rocks on the mountains and the streams of rivers with the 
sound of his songs. 
 
While φατίζεται and ἐνέπουσιν refer to traditional knowledge generally (and not a specific 
mythopoetic account), their construction with the narrator’s act of recalling presents the 
catalogue as a work of scholarly composition rather than rhapsodic inspiration. The implication 
is that Orpheus and the details of his life are known from other songs and stories, known to the 
narrator and perhaps also to the narratees. In fact, the first-person plural of μνησώμεθα (23) may 
best be understood as an invitation to the narratees to join the narrator, as though the narrator 
understands that the narratees likely already share in the traditional knowledge he presents. 
 Other catalogue entries point overtly or otherwise to mythopoetic traditions presumed to 
exist before and alongside Apollonius’ narration. One example rings verbally with the end of the 
                                                 
40 For Alexandrian footnotes, see Ross 1975; for they-say statements, see Morrison 2007. 
 
41 While this 1st person plural has sometimes been interpreted to include the Muses, named in the previous line, a 
didactic/exegetical plural is more apt in context and comports with the narrator’s practice elsewhere (cf. πευθόμεθα, 
1.123; πεπονήμεθα, 2.1021). 
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proem: “For bards celebrate how Caeneus, though still living, perished at the hands of the 
Centaurs” (Καινέα γὰρ ζωόν περ ἔτι κλείουσιν ἀοιδοὶ | Κενταύροισιν ὀλέσθαι, 59-60). This myth 
of the Argonaut Coronus’ father Caeneus contributes to the sense, developed throughout the 
Catalogue, that the Argonauts as a group are a patchwork of heroes from various mythopoetic 
traditions. Similarly, several other catalogue entries evoke the non-Argonautic adventures of 
certain heroes, albeit without overtly referring to the traditions preserving those adventures. 
Polyphemus is a Lapith who fought the Centaurs (40-44); Theseus was not included in the crew 
because he was detained in a contemporaneous adventure (101-104);42 Periclymenus could 
change forms but will display this supernatural ability nowhere in Apollonius’ narrative (156-
160) – the reader must assume this is known from another source. In other cases, silence does the 
same work as mythical digression: the entries for Admetus (49-50), who will marry a daughter of 
Pelias, and Menoetius (69-70), a familiar figure from the Iliad, are oddly terse, drawing attention 
to what might be said of them and what has been said by other poets. 
The understanding of epic as a collection of κλέα is fundamental to Apollonius’ 
presentation of his own story. Form and content are aligned in this regard: just as the Catalogue 
is presented as a patchwork of stories cobbled together by the narrator – and not a superhuman 
display of endurance and memory enabled by the Muses – so the Argonauts as a group are a 
patchwork even beyond the Catalogue. According to a commonplace of Apollonian criticism, the 
Argonauts demonstrate an ideal of cooperation which surpasses in prominence the residual 
agonistic values of archaic epic.43 Nonetheless, the individual heroes are still distinguished from 
time to time in ways that suggest or even rely on their stories outside of the epic. Herakles’ 
                                                 
42 Perhaps a correction of Argonautic traditions that did include Theseus in the crew. 
 
43 For more on the cooperative ideal displayed among the Argonauts, see Mori 2008, 52-90. 
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adventures outside the myth of the Argo’s voyage are particularly numerous, and the Argonauts 
encounter the signs and reminders of these adventures throughout Books 2 and 4 (e.g. 2.774-791, 
911-914, 1052-1057, 4.537-543, 1400-1484). Peleus, who is an important background figure in 
the Iliad, appears prominently in the Argonautica when he beholds his infant son, the future 
Iliadic hero (1.553-558), and again when he is visited by Thetis and reminded of the cause of 
their marital strife (4.852-881). Similarly, the sons of Tyndareus (2.30-109) and the Boreads 
(2.240-300) are made the central characters of epyllia-like episodes that recall the wider lore of 
these heroes. 
The self-consciousness of the Argonautica expresses itself not only as a poem’s 
preoccupation with poetry as read by a hyperliterate elite, but also as the narrative’s self-
presentation as an autonomous form – related to other traditions by the narrator’s own framing, 
but liberated from the tyranny of poetic influence. Apollonius’ narrator, as an overt narrator, is 
presented making conscious choices about what and how he narrates. At his most explicit, he 
offers readers a window into his own mind and methodology. In the next section, I will further 
explore how the narrator seeks to position his narrative in relation to the fabula, that is, how he 
establishes an epistemological connection between the two. This aspect of the narrative is closely 
related to its self-consciousness as I have discussed it here. Whereas the focus of this section has 
been on the narrator and the literary relationship he establishes between himself and his 
audience, the next section will take on his careful construction of the narrative as an investigation 






Positionality: The Construction of the Narrative in the Argonautica 
In the previous section, I focused on the narrator’s “self-consciousness,” his 
contextualization of his narrative and the way in which this sets up a fictional contract (or 
“relationship”) between the author and audience to meet as narrator and narratees. In this section, 
I elaborate further on Apollonius’ construction of the narrative itself as a means (albeit a limited 
means) of accessing the world of the fabula. Critically, he constructs the narrative as a 
fundamentally human endeavor liable to error and uncertainty. Although the process of narration 
still has some connection to the Muses, the ultimate authority for Homer and Hesiod, the 
narrator’s actual invocations show this relationship to be tentative. As a result, the Argonautica 
lays a far greater emphasis on what I am calling the “positionality” of the narrative, or, in other 
words, how the narrative positions itself in relation to the events it purports to recount (i.e. the 
fabula). The narrative’s positionality involves, among other things, the identity of the narrator 
and the personal attributes which constitute his understanding of the story of the Argonauts; for 
the purposes of this analysis, however, the most salient issue is the narrative’s epistemological 
foundation, details of which are alluded to (or may be inferred) throughout the epic. These 
details serve to construct the narrative as an important object of the text: that is, the reader 
confronted with the narrative’s positionality is compelled to engage with the narrative itself as an 
object separate from the story it relates. 
There is relatively little in the Argonautica that would shed light on the identity of the 
narrator. A single passage in Book 2 strongly suggests what might otherwise be assumed, namely 
that the narrator is Greek and male, since he uses the first-person plural πεπονήμεθα (1021) in 
contrasting (apparently) Greek customs of public and private conduct with the opposing customs 
of the Mossynoecians (2.1015-1029). The narrator further reveals, through a handful of 
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interjections in the narrative, that he maintains a pious attitude towards divinities and is 
scrupulous in his avoidance of offending the gods, for example by ill-omened speech or by the 
divulging of mysteries (cf. 1.919-921; 2.707-710; 4.247-252). Finally, as suggested in the 
previous section, the narrator presents himself as an ἀοιδός whose work is carried out with and 
exists in the midst of traditions. Beyond this, much contextual information is missing, 
incomplete, or difficult to ascertain. Is the audience to imagine the narrator as a publicly 
performing rhapsode, and itself in attendance?44 Or is a reading audience to recreate in fiction its 
actual relationship – to a writing poet, through a text?45 The reader is not presented with enough 
information to decide definitively, yet, as I will argue, Apollonius constructs a narrative that 
relies so much on scholarship as to necessitate that the reader engage with the narrative as a 
product of literacy. 
 The narrative’s positionality appears above all in the narrator’s digressions, large and 
small, from the story of the Argonauts. These digressions fall into a number of types ranging 
from brief (often emotional) interjections (e.g. 1.82; 4.1165-1167) to longer asides relating 
incidental details of myth, history, geography, and the like (e.g. 1.1211-1220; 2.972-984; 4.597-
618).46 Whereas the emotional and religious interjections often reveal something important about 
the narrator himself (namely the details summarized in the preceding paragraph), the epic’s 
longer digressions frequently afford insights into the narrator’s methodology, and thus 
demonstrate a fundamentally epistemological concern with the nature of tradition—the 
Apollonian narrator’s most important authority—and of narrative itself. By setting his narrative 
                                                 
44 On this question, see Albis 1996. 
 
45 On the relationships between orality, performance, and written texts, see Thomas 1992, 113-127. 
 
46 The most important type of digression in the Argonautica, the aetiology, is examined at length in Chapter 3. 
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in the context of multiple traditions, the narrator begins a pattern of tracing narrative information 
– the stuff of the story – to its sources, whether to some other tradition or to the actual event. The 
many digressions and aitia that lack an explicit reference to tradition likewise contribute to the 
epistemological framework of the epic by introducing information that serves either to verify the 
details of the story or else to elaborate on the circumstances in the story in such a way as to 
bolster the narrative’s unspoken claim to accurate representation. Thus the narrator 
communicates to his audience not merely what he knows, but also how he knows it, and at the 
same time draws attention to his own narrative’s status as a means of knowing the heroic past. 
Digressions in the Argonautica regularly serve to draw the audience’s attention to the 
artifice of the narrative, inviting them to contemplate the relationship between the narrative and 
fabula in the epic as a whole. A programmatic example may be found in the digression on 
Aethalides, whose big moment in the epic comes as the Argonauts arrive on Lemnos and seek 
parley with the yet unknown inhabitants (1.640-651). After observing that Aethalides had been 
gifted with an “unperishing” memory by his father Hermes, the narrator digresses from the story 
to elaborate on this exceptional gift. Although a divine parent’s gift of a special power to their 
offspring is a well-worn trope (cf. 1.65-66; 1.142-145; 1.158-160), the narrator here shows that 
“unperishing” (ἄφθιτον, 644) is no mere epithet for a sharp memory, for Aethalides still retains 
his memory even today (1.644-649): 
               οὐδ’ ἔτι νῦν περ ἀποιχομένου Ἀχέροντος 
δίνας ἀπροφάτους ψυχὴν ἐπιδέδρομε λήθη·   645 
ἀλλ’ ἥ γ’ ἔμπεδον αἰὲν ἀμειβομένη μεμόρηται, 
ἄλλοθ’ ὑποχθονίοις ἐναρίθμιος, ἄλλοτ’ ἐς αὐγὰς 
ἠελίου ζωοῖσι μετ’ ἀνδράσιν. ἀλλὰ τί μύθους 
Αἰθαλίδεω χρειώ με διηνεκέως ἀγορεύειν; 
 
And not even now, when he is gone away to the unspeakable eddies of Acheron, 
has forgetfulness overrun his spirit; but it has been fated to change places 
continually forever, at one time numbered among the inhabitants of the 
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underworld, at another time passing into the rays of the sun among living men. 
But why need I continuously tell stories of Aethalides? 
 
This digression, an elaboration on the personal myth of Aethalides, highlights the existence of 
the narrative as a construction mediating between the audience and the fabula. Whereas the 
audience is at all times at least one step removed from the fabula, the digression is one step 
further removed: it compels the audience to attend to the artifice of the narrative. The content of 
the digression, moreover, posits a continuous existence for Aethalides’ soul and its memory, and 
thus an unbroken line between the setting of the fabula and that of the narration—between the 
heroic past and the narrative present. The myth is programmatic by virtue of its connection to 
memory, the purview of epic poetry. As Aethalides’ memory is carried intact through time, so 
the narrator’s outlook is diachronic, encompassing not only the fabula but also all that came 
before and after down to the narrator’s time.  
The narrator’s coy dismissal of the digressive myth only serves to emphasize the poetical 
question it raises. Playing on the continuity of Aethalides’ soul and memory, the narrator 
dismisses the possibility of telling the hero’s story “continuously” (διηνεκέως, 649). The adverb 
is likely a charged word: Apollonius’ contemporary Callimachus makes polemical use of the 
related term διηνεκές, in the prologue to his Aetia (fr.1.3), in order to describe the kind of poem 
that he has allegedly been attacked for refusing to write. In the context of the digression on 
Aethalides, the term suggests the oddity (and perhaps the poetical uncouthness) of a continuous 
song about the continuous hero. More importantly, the digression affirms the narrator’s 
methodology of working with established traditions, designated here as μῦθοι (648), stories with 
an independent existence regardless of whether the narrator chooses to continue them or not. 
Finally, the digression and its dismissal establish a kind of affinity between Aethalides and the 
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narrator, as the one passes between worlds and on through time, the other in and out of the 
audience’s cognizance, hidden first behind the story and then again imposing himself before it. 
The Argonautica’s positionality—in other words, the narrator’s concern to relate his 
narrative to both the world of the fabula and the “real” world of narration, as a mediating link 
between the two—is directly tied to its function as an aetiological epic, in which a primary role 
of the narrator is to draw connections between the present world shared by himself and his 
narratees and the heroic world of the past envisioned in his story. Thus the narrator regularly 
interrupts the progress of his story, not only with digressions elaborating on a tangentially-related 
tradition, but also to elucidate these connections, whether they are embodied in a geonym or 
demonym, in a cultural practice, in a feature of the natural landscape, or in physical human 
constructions such as tombs, altars, and temples. Indeed, while the epic’s aetiologies frequently 
appear as digressions in that they turn from narration of the events of the fabula to an account of 
contemporary features of the world, their role in the epic is vital and should be understood as an 
aspect of the narrator’s professed intention to “recall the glories of ancient-born men” (1.1-2). 
For this narrator, κλέα include not only the traditional stories of heroic deeds handed down from 
the distant past, but also the signs of those deeds that remain present in the narrator’s time. The 
signs thus recalled figuratively and often physically embody a substantial part of the deeds of the 
Argonauts as well as provide proofs of where their voyage took them (cf. the narrator’s intention 
to relate “their paths on the vast sea and all they did as they wandered,” δολιχῆς τε πόρους ἁλός, 
ὅσσα τ’ ἔρεξαν | πλαζόμενοι, 1.21-22).  
 In the fragmentary Aetia of Callimachus, the narrator evidently organized his accounts 
around questions posed to the Muses. For example, one aition begins with the question “Why 
does it please the Parian to sacrifice without flutes and wreaths?” (fr. 3 Harder, trans. Harder). 
 
38 
The pattern makes story dependent on frame, and makes ancient story an explication of the 
present. In the narrative technique of the Argonautica, the reverse is typically the case: the 
narrative follows a storyline from beginning to end, diverting to aetiology when prompted by the 
story. The aitia are thus, rhetorically, not features of the world that require explication in 
narrative, but rather confirmations of the story itself. Aitia thus form a vital part of the epic’s 
epistemic foundation, along with the mythopoetic traditions with which the narrator elsewhere 
authorizes one or another fact of the story. Yet Apollonius also highlights the problematic nature 
of his narrative program, unsettling his own epistemological foundation. The account of Idmon 
and Tiphys’ deaths in Book 2 offers a particularly rich example of both the narrator’s 
methodology and its susceptibility to failure. 
 Upon narrating Idmon’s death, the narrator interrupts the story and speaks overtly in his 
own voice in order to establish an aetiological connection to the present day of the narrative. As 
the Argonauts have already done with the Doliones after unwittingly killing their host Cyzicus in 
battle, they again join with the local people to pay funeral honors and raise a barrow, but this 
time for one of their own (note 1.1058-1062 and cf. 2.837-842). As regularly in the Argonautica, 
the aition involves a vivid description of a sema as it exists in the present day: a living olive tree 
(or perhaps a garlanded olive trunk) stands on the tomb and “flourishes with leaves” (σῆμα δ’ 
ἔπεστι καὶ ὀψιγόνοισιν ἰδέσθαι, | νηίου ἐκ κοτίνοιο φάλαγξ· θαλέθει δέ τε φύλλοις 843). But this 
is not the end: the narrator is obliged “by the Muses” to report an upsetting matter (2.844-850):  
      εἰ δέ με καὶ τὸ 
χρειὼ ἀπηλεγέως Μουσέων ὕπο γηρύσασθαι, 845 
τόνδε πολισσοῦχον διεπέφραδε Βοιωτοῖσιν 
Νισαίοισί τε Φοῖβος ἐπιρρήδην ἱλάεσθαι, 
ἀμφὶ δὲ τήν γε φάλαγγα παλαιγενέος κοτίνοιο 
ἄστυ βαλεῖν, οἱ δ’ ἀντὶ θεουδέος Αἰολίδαο 




And if I must utter this too, unhesitatingly, in subordination to the Muses, it was 
this man that Phoebus told the Boeotians and Nisaeans to propitiate as city-holder, 
and to establish their city around that trunk of ancient olive, but instead of the 
Aeolid, god-fearing Idmon, they still to this day honor Agamestor. 
 
The valence of the narrator’s conditional (“if I must…”) seems to be reluctance to report a 
lamentable fact: that Idmon, the first Argonaut to fall, and a tragic and noble figure in that he 
sailed despite foreknowing his fate (cf. 1.139-141, 436-447), came to be dishonored in the 
afterhistory of his story. The intervention of history weakens the usually direct aetiological link 
between the narrator’s present and the heroic past. An olive tree remains to mark Idmon’s grave, 
but subsequent colonizers effaced his memory by worshipping another hero in defiance of 
Apollo. The whole digression is tantalizing: what relationship does Μουσέων ὕπο (845) express? 
What is the narrator’s source for Apollo’s instructions to the colonizers? Did the colonizers 
disregard Idmon purposefully or in error? 
 If this reference to the Muses is to be reconciled with the epic’s original wish that the 
Muses be ὑποφήτορες of the song (1.22), interpretation of the present passage revives the 
difficulty of the former. The attested meaning “interpreters” seems incompatible with the Muses’ 
role in this passage; the alternate meaning “prompters” fits better: then the meaning is that 
Apollonius would happily proceed to the next stage of his story, but the Muses prompt further 
comment on Idmon. Strangely, the Muses do not intervene (if intervention it be) concerning the 
fabula itself, concerning what did in fact happen in the heroic past—but rather concerning an 
accident of history, an apparent chasm between what happened in the past and what the present 
world reflects. In this respect the Muses appear to share (if not indeed to consistently inspire) the 
narrator’s concern with aetiological connection between past and present. The reader might 
indeed ask if the aitia regularly occur at the silent prompting of the Muses, which would then 
usually go unremarked only because they are unproblematic. 
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 Before I move on to discuss Tiphys, I would like to digress to another passage involving 
the Muses that sheds further light on the description of Idmon. As he does with the usurpation of 
Idmon’s heroic honor, the narrator again seems to regret something he is nonetheless compelled 
to relate, namely the myth of the castration of Ouranos with the sickle “said to lie beneath” the 
island of the Phaeacians (4.982-992): 
  ἔστι δέ τις πορθμοῖο παροιτέρη Ἰονίοιο 
ἀμφιλαφὴς πίειρα Κεραυνίῃ εἰν ἁλὶ νῆσος, 
ᾗ ὕπο δὴ κεῖσθαι δρέπανον φάτις—ἵλατε Μοῦσαι, 
οὐκ ἐθέλων ἐνέπω προτέρων ἔπος—ᾧ ἀπὸ πατρὸς  985 
μήδεα νηλειῶς ἔταμε Κρόνος· οἱ δέ ἑ Δηοῦς 
κλείουσι χθονίης καλαμητόμον ἔμμεναι ἅρπην· 
Δηὼ γὰρ κείνῃ ἐνὶ δή ποτε νάσσατο γαίῃ, 
Τιτῆνας δ’ ἔδαε στάχυν ὄμπνιον ἀμήσασθαι, 
Μάκριδα φιλαμένη. Δρεπάνη τόθεν ἐκλήισται  990 
οὔνομα Φαιήκων ἱερὴ τροφός· ὣς δὲ καὶ αὐτοὶ 
αἵματος Οὐρανίοιο γένος Φαίηκες ἔασιν. 
 
There is an island before the Ionian strait, a broad, fertile island in the Ceraunian 
sea, beneath which, it is said, the sickle lies – be gracious, Muses! unwillingly do 
I tell the story of earlier men – with which Cronus cruelly cut off his father’s 
genitals. Others tell that it is the reaping scythe of chthonic Deo. For Deo once 
dwelt in that land, and she taught the Titans to mow the nourishing grain, out of 
love for Macris. Thence the holy nurse of the Phaeacians is called by the name of 
Drepane; and so the Phaeacians themselves are of Uranian blood by birth. 
 
In this case, the Muses are again invoked, but apparently for a different reason from that in the 
previously discussed passage: the narrator is not prompted by the Muses, but relates a φάτις, an 
ἔπος of earlier men (984-985), seemingly despite the goddesses. Again, however, the text bears 
multiple interpretations. Does the narrator’s unwillingness stem from the unpleasantness or 
unseemliness of the story,47 or does it perhaps stem from a perceived triteness? Is the narrator 
concerned about being held responsible for the story, thus attributing it to earlier men? In any 
                                                 




case, there is doubt of its veracity, for there is a competing κλέος/φάτις, (οἱ δέ...κλείουσι, 986-
987) which claims that the sickle is actually Demeter’s reaping scythe (986-990).48 
 Which report is correct? The narrator does not seem to say; when he explains that the 
island’s name, Drepane, comes from the sickle (δρέπανον, 984) “thence/from that time” (τόθεν, 
990), the demonstrative seems naturally to follow the story of Demeter and Macris, yet it could 
point further back to the castration. And the continuation (991b-992) muddies the water further: 
“So too are the Phaeacians themselves of Uranian blood by birth.” Assuming, as the scholiast 
did, that the Phaeacians sprang from the blood of the castration and not from a separate incident, 
it very much appears that the name of the island is traced to one story, while its inhabitants are 
derived from the other—stories which are made to appear exclusive by their common claim to 
the sickle lying beneath the land—even if they are not wholly exclusive stories in fact. This 
syncretism of competing mythopoetic traditions is familiar from the surviving work of ancient 
mythographers and literary critics, who frequently attribute different accounts of a given subject 
to different sources. Such ancient scholars seem unconcerned to decide between competing 
versions of a story; rather, their interest lies in cataloguing the different traditions and their 
followers. Apollonius’ narrator appears in this passage to share that scholarly concern with 
cataloguing mythopoetic variants. 
 It seems necessary to understand the narrator’s relationship to the Muses as shifting, and 
while the contours of the relationship may be generally obscure to readers, these two passages 
provide something like two poles—reluctant deference, and unwilling disregard. Morrison is 
correct to observe the narrator’s apparent lapse in confidence in both passages, but fails to notice 
that, contrary to his thesis, the later passage marks independence from, not increased dependence 
                                                 
48 Callimachus reports that Cronus’ sickle (δρέπανον, fr. 43 l. 69; ζάγκλον, l. 71) lies in an underground cave in 
Sicily, implicitly connecting the sickle to the island’s older name, Ζάγκλη. Cf. Thuc. 6.4.5. 
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on, the Muses.49 The apparent affinity of the two passages does not stem from a common 
connection to the Muses, however, but from the common intervention of the narrator, placing the 
narrative bodily between the audience and the story. 
 The passages discussing Idmon, Tiphys, and Drepane stand out even among many other 
overt appearances of the narrator because they show the cracks in Apollonius’ narrative 
epistemology. In the former case the aetiological confirmation of the story fails – or, to put it 
differently, the ideological trend of the narrative falters: the Argonauts are not leaving their own 
indelible mark on the primordial world, to last forever and establish a chthonic basis for Hellenic 
supremacy – not in any meaningful way, at least, if the ordained chthonic hero Idmon can be 
disregarded by later settlers, even on the accident of their being Greek. In the latter case, the 
narrator is simply unable to decide between competing κλέα. Most aetiological stories in the 
Argonautica involve a sign (sema) in the present world that confirms the narrative about the past; 
the sickle of Drepane, however, can be assigned to two narratives, yet no extant feature of the 
island confirms one story over the other. Instead, the stories themselves become the primary 
evidence that the island in question was in fact the Phaeacians’ island, whose location since its 
appearance in the Odyssey was a subject of dispute. As the Phaeacians no longer exist in the 
narrator’s time, he turns to the aitia, inconclusive though they are, in order to validate his story. 
The problem is similar to that of the extant cult of Agamestor where, by the poet’s account, a cult 
of Idmon should be. These epistemological problems are intrinsic to the Apollonian narrator’s 
quintessentially human methodology and thus form an important element of his positionality. 
 After declaring the Idmon/Agamestor discrepancy, as if to right history’s wrong, the 
narrator reveals the next event of the story in reverse, from history’s perspective (2.851-854): 
  τίς γὰρ δὴ θάνεν ἄλλος; ἐπεὶ καὶ ἔτ’ αὖτις ἔχευαν 
                                                 
49 See Morrison 2007, 295-306. 
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ἥρωες τότε τύμβον ἀποφθιμένου ἑτάροιο· 
δοιὰ γὰρ οὖν κείνων ἔτι σήματα φαίνεται ἀνδρῶν. 
Ἁγνιάδην Τῖφυν θανέειν φάτις. 
 
Who else died, then? Since the heroes yet again heaped up a tomb for a dead 
comrade at that time, for two monuments (σήματα) of those men still appear. 
Tiphys, son of Hagnias, is said to have died. 
  
“Who else died, then?” the narrator asks, with a γάρ indicating an inference made based on the 
following observation (851-853): the heroes heaped up two burial mounds, for two are visible. 
The narrator speaks as if present at the location of Idmon’s tomb (σῆμα) where another is plainly 
visible. The question’s answer comes not (directly) from the Muses, but once again from 
tradition (φάτις, 854). To be sure, the entire passage beginning from the narrative of Idmon’s 
funeral is shaped by the narrator’s rhetorical inclinations. The triumphant peroration of the aition 
changes abruptly for the pathos of history. Likewise there is no triumphant aition for Tiphys: 
rather, the question and its elaboration seem to find the narrator at a momentary loss as if stuck 
in the present. Tradition furnishes a way back into the heroic world. 
 The account of the two deaths and the signs that remain of them illustrate a key 
dimension of the narrative’s positionality. While the narrator’s deference to the Muses shows 
that this archaic relationship is not irrelevant in the Hellenistic narrative, the fact that the narrator 
is prompted by the Muses precisely on a point of later history indicates that the narrative does 
not spring from the past through an unbroken channel of inspiration, but rather has been patched 
together from the traditions of myth, history, and so on. The power of the narrative to grant 
access to the heroic past is marred by obscurity, as all human knowledge. In these circumstances, 
the narrator invokes the Muses as if to validate his solution to obscurity.  
So far I have discussed the self-consciousness and positionality of the Argonautica as 
though they were consistent qualities able to be precisely described and analyzed. As I show in 
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the following section, however, the epic’s narrative as a whole is marked by inconsistency in the 
narrator’s approach to the fabula. This does not mean that the narrator is unreliable, or that some 
indications about the narrative should be dismissed because they are contradicted elsewhere; 
rather, the variety itself may be analyzed as a component of the narrator’s strategy. 
 
Variety: Inconsistency in the Narrator’s Approach to Story 
There have been many detractors and defenders of the Argonautica’s “unity” as a poem.50 
The significance of this debate derives ultimately from Aristotle’s prescriptions in the Poetics for 
a singular work, tragedy or epic, to treat a singular action (Poet. 1451a): all events of the story, 
for the Aristotelian critic, should be necessarily and not accidentally connected to one another. 
On the other hand, few scholars have considered the supposed disunity of the epic as a deliberate 
poetic strategy or even an end in itself.51 Leaving aside the question of Aristotelian unity in the 
μῦθος (plot), I focus in this section on the actual “variety” in narrative handling of the plot. 
While the narrator’s voice is remarkably consistent throughout the poem insofar as it appears 
overtly in digressions, interjections, and the like, the narrative itself is characterized by radically 
different approaches to the story from one part of the epic to another. The most significant 
adjustment in the narrator’s approach occurs with the beginning of Book 3 and the invocation of 
                                                 
50 Seaton 1912 may be taken as representative of the attitude that prevailed through the mid-20th century: “Instead of 
the unity of an Epic we have merely a series of episodes”; “there is no unity running through the poem beyond that 
of the voyage itself.” Cf. Mooney 1912: “Taken as a whole it may be justly said to be deficient in epic unity and 
inspiration. The unity which it possesses is mainly that of chronological sequence. It is a mosaic, but a mosaic 
fashioned and put together with artistic skill.” For attempts to find and defend the Argonautica’s unity, see Phinney 
1967; Nyberg 1992; Knight 1995, 35-41. 
 
51 Richard Hunter, for one, has written extensively on the Argonautica’s relationship to the Poetics and avoided the 
simplistic value judgment made by many other scholars (see especially Hunter 1993, 190-195 and Hunter 2008). In 
a discussion of “the poet’s voice,” which he identifies with the narrator’s voice, Hunter 1993 suggests that 
Apollonius cultivates deliberate inconsistency: “Such an uneven texture was, however, fundamental to Apollonius’ 
conception of how epic should be written in the shadow of Homer; it is after all the extraordinary continuity of voice 
and atmosphere which is perhaps the most astonishing thing about the Homeric poems. Apollonius has shattered this 
continuity, but refuses (unlike Virgil) to put a new one in its place” (109). 
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Erato (3.1-5), yet subtle variations between episodes and smaller units of narrative contribute to a 
chameleonic quality in the presentation of story. Recognizing these changes in approach as a 
motivated strategy reveals a poet who, far from being flippant with his narrative choices, rather 
tailors these choices to the changing demands of a dynamic story. The remainder of this section 
is divided into two subsections: the first focuses on the variety of narrative approaches 
exemplified in three episodes of Book 1, while the second examines the major shift that takes 
place with the beginning of Book 3. 
Episodic Variations: Frame and Focalization in Book 1 
 Although variations in the narrator’s approach to story pervade the Argonautica, Book 1 
in particular displays several of his different strategies in the starkest contrast of anywhere in the 
poem. These strategies involve different means of communicating story to the audience and, as 
suggested in the preceding section, adjustments to the narrative’s positionality—that is, the 
degree and manner in which the narrator imposes the narrative as a mediating barrier between 
the audience and the story. Any discussion of these variations must first contend, however, with 
the common characterization of the Argonautica as an episodic poem. As a pejorative, 
“episodic” implies that there is too little connection between various actions and events in the 
epic. On the other hand, the “episode” can be taken as a useful term of analysis without 
accepting the value judgment that sometimes accompanies it. The nature of the story – and, of 
course, the way the poet contrives it – lends itself to easy divisibility: the Argonauts’ voyage 
takes them from place to place, each one isolated from what precedes and follows by a physical 
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stretch of sea and text.52 It is precisely this isolation which allows Apollonius to showcase his 
“experimentation” with different narrative strategies at the episodic level. 
 Each stopover on the Argo’s voyage reverses the form of the Argonautica’s whole 
narrative as a narrative of a voyage, with the result that each stopover forms a natural unit within 
the larger whole. That the narrator conceives of the voyage as the limit of his epic’s scope is 
shown already in the four-line summary with which the poem begins (1.1-4), as well as by the 
fact that the narrative begins (more or less) with the Argo’s launch from Pagasae and ends in the 
final line when the Argonauts disembark on that same shore (4.1781). The story thus extends 
from (the immediate preparation for) the first embarkation to the final disembarkation. Each 
stopover, on the other hand, naturally begins with landfall (e.g. 1.607-608; 1.953-954; 2.176-
177) and ends with the unmooring of the ship (e.g. 1.910-913; 1.1151-1152; 2.536). These acts 
are almost always explicitly narrated, and as a result come to serve as divisional markers in the 
poem. The structural divisions of the poem are in turn frequently underscored in the world of the 
fabula by the Argonauts’ construction of altars for Apollo Embasius and Ecbasius (in addition to 
other titles), so that the episodes, like the epic as a whole, begin with Apollo.53 The actions that 
play out in between these moments are individually unified in an Aristotelian sense, yet 
thematically various and often presented in significantly different narrative styles. Thus if 
Apollonius’ epic is episodic, his natural episodes are epyllia that individually invert the narrative 
qualities of the whole.54 
                                                 
52 There is one notable exception to the rule of isolation: the battle with the Bebrycians in Bithynia brings the 
Argonauts nearly into contact with Lycus and the Mariandynians (2.135-141), who will later welcome them and 
acknowledge this circumstance (2.752-758). 
 
53 Cf. 1.966-967; 1.1185-1186; 2.927-929. 
 
54 On the form of the epyllion in Hellenistic literature, see Gutzwiller 1981; Merriam 2001; Hollis 2006. 
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In the first two books, narrative strategies and assumptions change from episode to 
episode. To illustrate this point, I will compare the beginnings of three successive episodes that 
constitute the Argonauts’ adventures in Book 1: among the Lemnians, the Doliones, and the 
Mysians. These beginnings establish a narrative framework for the actions that follow and thus 
demonstrate the variety of narrative strategies associated with the narrator’s constant voice. 
After the Argonauts arrive at Lemnos (εἰρεσίῃ κραναὴν Σιντηίδα Λῆμνον ἵκοντο, 1.608), 
the narrator begins his Lemnian episode with an account in his own voice of the island’s recent 
history (1.609-632). His subjective voice is most apparent in the emotional interjection ὦ μέλεαι 
ζήλοιό τ’ ἐπισμυγερῶς ἀκόρητοι (615), yet extends throughout the passage with the use of 
emphatic evaluative language. The narrator characterizes the Lemnian women’s slaughter of the 
island’s men as a transgression against right (ὑπερβασίῃσι, 609), cruelly committed (νηλειῶς, 
610). Yet, despite his overt subjectivity, the narrator’s voice is authoritative in this passage, as he 
confidently elaborates on the series of events that led to the slaughter (cf. δὴ γάρ, 611; ἐπεί, 614; 
οὕνεκα, 615).55 With the conclusion of this account, the narrative transitions to the Lemnian 
perspective. In fact, the passage ends with the Argonauts arriving at Lemnos a second time, this 
time as focalized through the Lemnian women’s eyes (633-639): 
  τῶ καὶ ὅτ’ ἐγγύθι νήσου ἐρεσσομένην ἴδον Ἀργώ, 
αὐτίκα πασσυδίῃ πυλέων ἔκτοσθε Μυρίνης 
δήια τεύχεα δῦσαι ἐς αἰγιαλὸν προχέοντο,   635 
Θυιάσιν ὠμοβόροις ἴκελαι· φὰν γάρ που ἱκάνειν 
Θρήικας· ἡ δ’ ἅμα τῇσι Θοαντιὰς Ὑψιπύλεια 
δῦν’ ἐνὶ τεύχεσι πατρός. ἀμηχανίῃ δ’ ἐχέοντο 
ἄφθογγοι, τοῖόν σφιν ἐπὶ δέος ᾐωρεῖτο. 
 
And so when they saw the Argo being rowed near the island, at once they put on 
deadly arms and streamed forth altogether out of the gates of Myrine to the shore, 
                                                 
55 It may be significant that the narrator’s ultimate explanation of the cause for the Lemnians’ suffering is 
ambiguous. When the narrator claims that “the dread wrath of Kypris pursued them, because they had long deprived 
her of honors” (614-615), the implied object of ὄπαζεν (614) and subject of ἄτισσαν (615) seems to be the men, who 
had been the topic of 611-614a. Only the narrator’s interjection (616) places the blame squarely on the women.  
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resembling Thyasians who eat raw flesh – for evidently they thought the 
Thracians were coming. And along with them Thoas’ daughter Hypsipyle put on 
her father’s arms. In their helplessness they poured forth in silence, such was the 
fear that hung over them. 
 
Although the narrator continues to exercise his narratorial judgment on the Lemnians by likening 
them to ecstatic Bacchants (Θυιάσιν ὠμοβόροις ἴκελαι, 636), his appropriation of their sight (cf. 
ἴδον, 633), intellect (φάν, 636), and emotions (τοῖόν σφιν ἐπὶ δέος ᾐωρεῖτο, 639) creates a strong 
focalizing framework through which the reader is encouraged to experience the story. In effect, 
the way the narrator’s background narrative is followed by the refocalization of the Argo’s 
arrival places the Lemnian women on an equal footing with the Argonauts in terms of the 
audience’s relationship to them as characters. The reader knows where each side is coming from: 
they are prepared to entertain either’s perspective. A digression from the perspective of the 
Argo’s story resolves into story from the perspective of the Lemnian women. 
 The Dolionian episode begins with a different type of narrative frame. Here the narrator 
begins with a present-tense description of Cyzicus, the territory inhabited by King Cyzicus and 
the Doliones (ἔστι δέ τις αἰπεῖα Προποντίδος ἔνδοθι νῆσος, κτλ, 936-941), and then in the past 
tense describes the circumstances prevailing there at the time of the Argonauts’ arrival (942-
952). The present tense description of Cyzicus marks out the locale as a place of familiarity, a 
common ground with the reader; the shift into the past tense is a return to the primeval state of 
the island and to the foreign.56 The temporal shift from present to past description resonates 
significantly in the aetiological drive of this episode, in which direct narration of the story is 
interrupted by aitia connecting the story to narrative-contemporary customs and geonyms no less 
                                                 
56 “The past is a foreign country,” as L.P. Hartley wrote. It is here that Apollonius offers a first look at the monstrous 
inhabitants of his fabulous world, namely the earthborn men (942-946). Earlier in the epic, the Cyclopes are 
mentioned twice, but both times within the limits of an embedded representation, in Orpheus’ song (1.509-511) and 
on Jason’s cloak (730-734). 
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than eight times (958-960; 988; 1019-1020; 1061-1062; 1068-1069; 1075-1077; 1138-1139; 
1148-1149). In contrast with the Lemnian women, the Doliones are not fully developed into 
focalizers with their own agency in the narrative. Instead, the episode unfolds as a series of 
causes and consequences, the latter appearing alternately within the story and in the latter-day 
world of the narrative. The Doliones’ hospitality leads to the slaughter of the earthborn men; the 
slaughter leads to divine disfavor and thus the Argonauts’ second landing and unwitting 
slaughter of Doliones; in the final sequence, tombs and heroes are established after the second 
slaughter while a new cult of Rhea-Cybele is established to atone for the first. 
 The Mysian episode, the last of my three examples, begins with summary narration of the 
Argonauts’ landing and meeting with the local inhabitants (1.1172-1186). The broad-brush 
treatment of the Argonauts’ landing contrasts with the detailed attention given to their initial 
encounters with the local inhabitants in the previous two episodes. On the one hand, the loose 
narration signals that no drama will result from the heroes’ meeting with the Mysians. At the 
same time, even in this ostensibly unmarked passage, the narrator’s style is adapted to meet the 
requirements of the episode. Whereas the Lemnian episode had been marked at the outset by the 
narrator’s starkly subjective account of the Lemnian crime, and the Dolionian episode by the 
alternation of present and past description, the narrator sets the scene for this dramatic episode 
with a simile-like time description marking the time of the Argo’s landing (1172-1178):  
  ἦμος δ’ ἀγρόθεν εἶσι φυτοσκάφος ἤ τις ἀροτρεὺς 
ἀσπασίως εἰς αὖλιν ἑὴν δόρποιο χατίζων, 
αὐτοῦ δ’ ἐν προμολῇ τετρυμένα γούνατ’ ἔκαμψεν 
αὐσταλέος κονίῃσι, περιτριβέας δέ τε χεῖρας   1175 
εἰσορόων κακὰ πολλὰ ἑῇ ἠρήσατο γαστρί· 
τῆμος ἄρ’ οἵ γ’ ἀφίκοντο Κιανίδος ἤθεα γαίης 
ἀμφ’ Ἀργανθώνειον ὄρος προχοάς τε Κίοιο. 
 
At the time when a gardener or a ploughman comes gladly from the field to his 
hut, wanting a meal, and there on the doorstep he bends his worn-out knees, 
 
50 
squalid with dust, and as he looks at his worn hands he calls down many curses on 
his belly – at that time the heroes reached the settlements of the Cianian land near 
the Arganthonian mountain and the streams of the Cius river. 
 
The georgic theme of the time description suggests the simple humanity of the Argonauts’ 
Mysian hosts, and at the same time lulls the audience, like the Argonauts, into a false sense of 
security. Even as the simile suggests the hardship of agricultural labor, the Argonauts fall into a 
bucolic ease as they gather leaves for bedding and prepare for a night of feasting (1182-1186). 
The Lemnian history and the Dolionian geography are precisely what the terms “history” and 
“geography” imply: detached, scholarly approaches to the traditional stories, indicating the 
narrator’s acquaintance with facts quite apart from the requirements of storytelling.57 The 
approach to the Mysian episode is imaginative, even imagistic, from the description of the weary 
farmer into the central part of the narrative, where the narrator develops a vivid suspense 
building up to the abduction of Hylas and the abandonment of Herakles.  
 The stark contrasts in the narrator’s approach to these three major episodes of Book 1 
reflect an important aspect of the Argonautica’s overall design. While the episodic structure of 
Book 2 and especially Book 4 is not always so clearly defined, the principle of narrative variety 
holds true throughout the epic. The Book 1 episodes stand out, however, as self-contained, 
epyllion-like narratives through which the narrator makes a bold display of his differing 
treatment of different stories. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to infer from this that the poet 
took no interest in, or even purposely avoided, developing a consistent authorial voice. Because 
the episodes are integrated into the continuous narrative of the Argo’s voyage, they manifestly 
belong to the coherent story arc to which the narrator dedicated himself at the poem’s outset 
(1.18-22). Thus the question is not whether the poet’s voice has been sacrificed to literary 
                                                 
57 For more on “detachment” as a distinct mode of narration in the Argonautica, see Chapter 2. 
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experimentation, but rather how the narrator’s experimentation fits into his wider persona and his 
larger poetic program. I suggest that Apollonius, in the person of his narrator, takes great care to 
select a narrative approach that complements the subject matter of his episodes: a subjective 
approach to an episode highlighting the psychosocial dynamics of sex and power, an aetiological 
approach to an episode emphasizing the change wrought by the Argonauts, and an imagistic 
approach that develops a vivid suspense leading up to the most dramatic incidents in Book 1.  
Epic Shifts: Book 3 and the Argonautica 
 As the narrator varies his stance towards the story between and sometimes within 
episodes, so too there are larger shifts that alter the epic’s approach to the story. The most 
significant shift occurs with the Book 3 proem, which includes an invocation of a Muse (3.1-5): 
  Εἰ δ’ ἄγε νῦν, Ἐρατώ, παρά θ’ ἵστασο καί μοι ἔνισπε, 
ἔνθεν ὅπως ἐς Ἰωλκὸν ἀνήγαγε κῶας Ἰήσων 
Μηδείης ὑπ’ ἔρωτι· σὺ γὰρ καὶ Κύπριδος αἶσαν 
ἔμμορες, ἀδμῆτας δὲ τεοῖς μελεδήμασι θέλγεις 
παρθενικάς· τῶ καί τοι ἐπήρατον οὔνομ’ ἀνῆπται.  5 
 
Come now, Erato, stand beside me and tell me how Jason brought back the fleece 
from there to Iolcus, beholden to the love of Medea. For you too have a share in 
Kypris’ lot, and you bewitch unwed maidens with your concerns – therefore, 
indeed, your lovely name is applied to you.  
 
The invocation of Erato signals a fundamental change in the narrator’s approach to his story in 
an epic that began (as discussed above) without such an invocation, with only the esoteric prayer 
at the end of the Book 1 proem in its place (Μοῦσαι δ’ ὑποφήτορες εἶεν ἀοιδῆς, 1.22). Unlike the 
episodic variations just discussed, the shift marked by the new proem effects a near total break in 
the narrative relations previously established. In Books 1 and 2, the narrative takes the form, with 
relative consistency, of guided interpretation of story; that is, the narrator maintains an 
authoritative voice through these books, regardless of how his approach to individual themes 
may vary. In Book 3, the narrator becomes much less prominent, although he still asserts his 
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voice in minor ways (cf. 3.200-209, 835-837, 1232-1234). In his place, Hera and Athena emerge 
on the stage as prime movers of the story, answering the narrator’s historical, “objective” 
perspective with a providential and subjective one. For the first time in the Argonautica, the 
narrative turns decisively to the unseen world of the gods on Olympus. But is this a mere 
appropriation of Homeric practice determined by a poet’s propensity for uneven literary 
appropriation, or does the brief Olympian scene reflect a more extensive shift? 
Although the gods appear, in name and in person, in Books 1 and 2, their actual role in 
the first half of the epic is very limited. The Argonauts are allowed to see divine forms on three 
occasions (Glaucus, 1.1310; Iris, 2.286; Apollo, 2.674), but this rather reinforces the rule of the 
Argonautica up to Book 3, which is the limitation of narrative to the human realm. When gods 
literally appear in the story, their physicality and the attendant aetiologies suggest the “real-life” 
epiphanies celebrated in cult worship rather than the traditional literary appearances of the gods 
in Homer, as when the Argonauts celebrate the epiphany of Apollo near the island of Thynias 
with an altar, sacrifices, and choral song and dance (2.669-713). Thus, with a few exceptions, the 
divine world is presented as glimpsed through the eyes of men in the Argonautica. These 
representations are of a piece with the poem’s epistemology, according to which the validity of 
the narrative is regularly confirmed by the aetiological connection between a primary event in 
the heroic world and the signs that bear witness to it. The epiphany of Apollo is not to be taken 
only at the narrator’s word, but is rather evidenced by the foundation of his cult on Thynias 
(2.685-713). 
The gods are represented as focalizing subjects only three times in the first two books, 
and these representations are also highly limited: 1) “All the gods” gaze down at the Argo’s 
launch (1.547-549); 2) Iris sees and intervenes in the Boreads’ pursuit of the Harpies (2.284-
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296); and 3) Athena aids in the Argo’s passage through the Clashing Rocks (2.537-606).58 None 
of these episodes breaks the narrator’s detached control over the narrative in these books; on 
closer inspection, rather, they reinforce the interpretative epistemology of Apollonius’ epic 
framework so far. The most extensive of these scenes, for example, is Athena’s intervention at 
the Argo’s passage through the Clashing rocks (2.537-606). Because the Argonauts’ departure 
from Phineus does not escape her notice (2.537), Athena is prepared to help the Argonauts 
before their need arises and travels quickly to earth (538-548). The goddess then apparently 
waits in readiness as the Argonauts approach the Clashing Rocks – moments of terror focalized 
entirely through the heroes (549-597). Athena finally appears, though not to the Argonauts, just 
in time to push the ship safely through the rocks, and then returns instantly to Olympus (598-
603).  
The helmsman Tiphys afterwards declares that “no other is more responsible [sc. for 
escaping the rocks] than Athena, who breathed divine strength into the ship when Argus was 
hammering her together with bolts” (οὐδέ τις ἄλλος ἐπαίτιος ὅσσον Ἀθήνη, | ἥ οἱ ἐνέπνευσεν 
θεῖον μένος, εὖτέ μιν Ἄργος | γόμφοισιν συνάρασσε, 2.612-614). This speech ironically 
separates the experience of the Argonauts from the agency of Athena, as if the goddess’ 
intervention were an epic flourish invented by the narrator. The fact that Tiphys and the other 
Argonauts remain unaware of Athena’s invisible aid raises the question of how the narrator came 
to include it in his account. The question receives further emphasis as Tiphys ties the episode 
back precisely to the building of the ship, since this event is frequently recalled by the narrator 
and conspicuously belongs to the traditional lore of the Argonauts (cf. 1.18-19). By introducing a 
                                                 
58 One other moment is worth considering: at 1.850-852, the narrator explains the “ease” (cf. ῥηιδίως, 850) with 
which the Argonauts are joined in lovemaking with the Lemnian women as a contrivance of Aphrodite for the sake 
of her husband Hephaestus. This recalls a frequent dynamic of Homeric divine scenes, particularly between Zeus 
and Hera in the Iliad, but of course it is a mere three lines and retains a scholarly, allegorizing tone. 
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typical element of his narrator-text into character-text, Apollonius draws attention to the layered 
epistemology of the epic, which adopts omniscience and limitation by turns.59 While the 
narrator’s project is impossible without assuming some degree of omniscience, in Books 1 and 2 
he avoids full-scale invention of scenes that take place outside the purview of human knowledge. 
Book 3’s transition to an Olympian perspective radically re-frames the epic as it has been 
hitherto presented. The “Council of Goddesses” at 3.7-166 is the first direct and sustained 
representation of the gods and the only representation of Olympus in the Argonautica. While this 
scene involves the gods in the human world of the epic in a familiar Homeric manner, this 
narrative strategy is only glimpsed in the earlier books. Indeed, the closest functional parallel in 
those books does not involve the gods at all, but rather the Iolcian people who similarly observe 
the Argonauts and talk amongst themselves (1.234-259). When “all the gods” gaze down at the 
Argo’s launch (1.547-549), there is no sense of the gods as genuine subjective entities; the 
narrator himself seems to imply that he included this lofty audience because he felt it appropriate 
and likely that they should oversee the momentous launch of the ship and its crew of demigods, 
“the best who sailed upon the sea at that time” (οἳ τότ’ ἄριστοι | πόντον ἐπιπλώεσκον, 1.548-
549). Book 3’s Olympian scene can be similarly understood as an invention prompted by the 
requirements of the story, yet the narrator’s treatment of this scene is substantially different from 
the way he handles the divine in the epic’s first half.  
With this Homeric-style Olympian scene, the narrator himself takes on a Homeric role. 
He becomes omniscient in earnest for the first time in the epic: just as Hera and Athena spy the 
                                                 
59 In other cases, Apollonius develops his “layered epistemology” by juxtaposition of narrator-text and character-
text. For example, the epiphany and prophecy of Glaucus (1.1315-1325) is juxtaposed with the narrator’s aetiology-
based confirmation of the prophecy (1.1345-1357). Likewise, the divine viewing of the Argo’s launch (1.547-549) is 
interspersed with subtle narratorial impositions. Thus, the narrator seems to highlight a disjunction between the 
divine gaze and his own perspective, a significant break from Homer. Cf. Lovatt 2013. 
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Argo, “out of sight” in the reeds (ἀνωίστως, 3.6), so does the narrator trace their line of sight 
back to Olympus and into the private recesses of Zeus’ palace. While the gods’ concern for the 
Argonauts was hinted at before this point in their viewing of the Argo’s launch (1.547-549), in 
Glaucus’ epiphany and affirmation of fate and Zeus’ plan (1.1315-1325), and in Athena’s 
intervention at the Clashing Rocks (2.537-603), only at the outset of Book 3 does the divine gaze 
become implicitly aligned with, rather than opposed to, the narrator’s perspective.60 When 
describing the divine viewing of the Argo’s launch, the narrator highlights the distance of the 
event by indicating his own relative perspective, e.g. in temporal terms like “on that day” (ἤματι 
κείνῳ, 1.547). Glaucus’ prophecy is carefully verified by the narrator’s own aetiological 
digression (1.1345-1357). Even Athena’s intervention, apparently unnoticed by the Argonauts, is 
acknowledged and semi-rationalized by an allusion to the traditional story of the Argo’s 
construction (2.611-614), which is by no coincidence the narrator’s favorite analepsis.61 By 
contrast, the gaze of Hera and Athena and the Olympian scene that follows cannot be disjoined 
from the narrator’s creative effort without wholly revealing the artifice of the scene. 
The scene on Olympus is in no way verified or presented with detachment on the part of 
the narrator: its truth value rests entirely on the narrator’s authority. In the Iliad and even the 
Odyssey, the narrator’s authority on the divine sphere is evidently predicated on the Muses’ 
inspiration, but never questioned.62 The same kind of authority is anomalous in the Argonautica, 
                                                 
60 Lovatt (2013) regards this association as particularly important for the Iliad, but weaker in the Odyssey (42-44). 
She also identifies Hera and Athena’s gaze in Arg. 3 as a “crucial but atypical structural moment” that “bring[s] out 
the differences in approach and attitude” by its very similarity to Iliadic narrative practice (44).  
 
61 On the many allusions to the construction of the Argo in the epic, see Murray 2005. 
 
62 Demodocus’s songs and Odysseus’ praise for Demodocus (Od. 8.487-498) confirm his ability to sing true things, 
but it is never suggested that all of his songs are necessarily true. Similarly, Penelope praises Phemius’ knowledge 




the epic of κλέα and σήματα, where the narrator’s authority rests—not with full consistency, but 
typically—on a scholarly intimacy with the vestiges of the heroic past. In the opening of Book 3, 
however, Apollonius signals his reversion to a more Homeric model of authority with the second 
proem: “Come now, Erato, stand beside me and tell me how Jason brought back the fleece from 
there to Iolcus, beholden to the love of Medea” (Εἰ δ’ ἄγε νῦν, Ἐρατώ, παρά θ’ ἵστασο καί μοι 
ἔνισπε, | ἔνθεν ὅπως ἐς Ἰωλκὸν ἀνήγαγε κῶας Ἰήσων | Μηδείης ὑπ’ ἔρωτι, 3.1-3).63 Despite the 
novelty of addressing a single Muse by name—and explicitly highlighting this Muse’s anti-epic 
association with eros—the form reestablishes the traditional Homeric relationship between 
singer and Muse that was conspicuously adjusted, if not actually rejected, in the first proem. 
With the conclusion of the second proem and its invocation of Erato, the narrator goes 
covert.64 The narrator’s voice disappears almost completely from the Olympus scene,65 to return 
precisely at its conclusion when the narrator uses the present tense to describe “heaven’s 
descending path” (ἔνθεν δὲ καταιβάτις ἐστὶ κέλευθος | οὐρανίη, 160-161) and the geography 
visible to Eros on his flight to Colchis (161-166). Links to the narrator-text continue in the 
substance of the goddesses’ deliberations, which explicitly pertain to the goal shared by Jason 
and Hera and, by parallelism, to the goal of the epic as signaled especially in the proems of 
Books 1 and 3. Just as the narrator invokes Erato to tell “how Jason brought the fleece back to 
Iolcus beholden to Medea’s love” (ὅπως ἐς Ἰωλκὸν ἀνήγαγε κῶας Ἰήσων | Μηδείης ὑπ’ ἔρωτι, 
3.2-3), Hera puts the question of how this might be accomplished to Athena (τί χρέος; ἦε δόλον 
τινὰ μήσεαι, ᾧ κεν ἑλόντες | χρύσεον Αἰήταο μεθ’ Ἑλλάδα κῶας ἄγοιντο; 3.12-13). With Athena 
                                                 
63 Cf. ἄειδε θεά (Il. 1.1); μοι ἔννεπε μοῦσα (Od. 1.1). 
 
64 In narratology, a narrator that relates a story more or less anonymously and without explicit commentary on the 
story qua narrator is called “covert.” On overt and covert narrators, see de Jong 2014, 26-28. 
 
65 By “narrator’s voice” I mean overt signals of the narrator’s presence. Absent are self-referential verbs, 
apostrophes, digressions; little remains beyond the most modest simile (ἅ τε κοῦροι ὁμήθεες, 118). 
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stumped, Hera herself connects this goal to the plot implied by Μηδείης ὑπ’ ἔρωτι (3; cf. 25-29); 
it is on Hera’s initiative that events—and so the poem—proceed as they do. 
 The narrator’s treatment of the divine reflects the overall eclecticism of his narrative 
strategy. Whereas, as Lovatt argues, the Homeric narrator establishes a close association between 
his own perspective and that of the gods, Apollonius seems at least initially to set up division 
between the two. Books 1-2 are characterized by brushes with divinities, which, marvelous 
though they are, fit oddly in a narrative that strives for verification. In the context of the smaller 
episodes in these books, the gods appear as they have a role to play, and the roles are elaborated 
at the narrator’s discretion. Books 3-4, on the other hand, accomplish a Homeric turn towards 
representation of the gods on a parallel plane of narrative. The most substantial of these divine 
scenes—the goddesses’ plotting on Olympus (3.6-157) and Hera’s direction in Book 4 (esp. 
4.753-832)—demonstrate how the divine perspective becomes integral to the narration itself. At 
the same time, however, the Homeric turn in the narrative coincides closely with the 
psychological turn, particularly in Book 3. 
 
Recursivity: Mythical Allusions in the Fabula and Narrative 
 
 As I have noted in the preceding section, the episodic character of the Argonautica is 
generally taken for granted, yet it is also a vital aspect of the narrative’s construction. Between 
the Argonauts’ sojourns among the Lemnian women, the Doliones, the Mysians, the Colchians, 
and many others there is only the incidental connection of the geographical route of the voyage. 
Broad thematic concerns such as eros connect some episodes but not others. The story 
Apollonius’ narrator has to tell is a linear one with a readily identifiable beginning and end, and 
for the most part he does follow the line, in marked contrast to the narratological wanderings of 
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the Odyssey. Yet the Argonautica is also a digressive poem, and the narrator alludes to many 
myths outside the story of the Argonauts’ voyage and adventures. The narration of such myths 
punctuates the story of the Argo no less than the episodic breaks do. The result is a poem that is 
composed not only of episodes, but also of much smaller narrative units, scattered throughout the 
poem in the narrator’s digressions as well as through embedded narratives and other devices. 
 The narrative strategy of “recursivity” thus extends beyond digression and encompasses 
the epic’s whole system of mythical allusions. While there is nothing surprising in the prevalence 
of mythical allusions in a Hellenistic epic, Apollonius employs these allusions as part of a 
consistent intratextual strategy that has not been fully appreciated by earlier scholarship. This 
argument stems from the observation that many of the epic’s mythical allusions are not solitary, 
but rather are complemented by further allusions to the same myths. This recursive quality of 
mythical allusions constitutes a major part of the epic’s intratextuality. In contrast to the linearity 
of the primary thread of the epic narrative, these recurring mythical topics are interwoven 
throughout the poem and thus establish links between different parts of the story and narrative. 
Through each topic’s successive appearances, a larger story is told in piecemeal fashion, with 
subsequent passages complementing, elaborating, or even undercutting earlier ones. The 
Argonautica contains many such recurring mythical themes, several examples of which I will 
review here. I will also draw on the concept of recursivity in Chapter 3, where I argue that 
Apollonius employs the strategy in the presentation of the epic’s vital cosmological theme. 
 My first example concerns the myth of Zeus’ ascent to sovereignty on Olympus, a myth 
which features prominently in the Argonautica’s system of allusions. The story occurs, among 
other places, in two set piece passages in Book 1, namely in a cosmological song sung by 
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Orpheus and in the famous ekphrasis of Jason’s cloak.66 As many scholars have observed, the 
cloak ekphrasis seems to take up the narrative thread (pun intended) where the song leaves off. 
In the earlier passage, Orpheus sings of Zeus when he is still a child and hasn’t yet been armed 
with the thunderbolt (1.507-511): 
οἱ δὲ τέως μακάρεσσι θεοῖς Τιτῆσιν ἄνασσον, 
ὄφρα Ζεὺς ἔτι κοῦρος, ἔτι φρεσὶ νήπια εἰδώς, 
Δικταῖον ναίεσκεν ὑπὸ σπέος, οἱ δέ μιν οὔ πω 
γηγενέες Κύκλωπες ἐκαρτύναντο κεραυνῷ   510 
βροντῇ τε στεροπῇ τε· τὰ γὰρ Διὶ κῦδος ὀπάζει. 
 
[Cronus and Rhea] ruled the blessed Titan gods in the meantime, so long as Zeus 
was still a child, still thinking childish thoughts in his mind, and was living in 
Dictaeon down in a cave, while the earthborn Cyclopes had not yet strengthened 
him with the thunderbolt, the thunderclap, and lightning. For these give Zeus his 
glory. 
 
In the later passage, the first image of the cloak ekphrasis pictures the Cyclopes on the point of 
completing Zeus’ weapon, thus advancing the myth in a second allusion (1.730-734): 
  ἐν μὲν ἔσαν Κύκλωπες ἐπ’ ἀφθίτῳ ἥμενοι ἔργῳ, 
Ζηνὶ κεραυνὸν ἄνακτι πονεύμενοι· ὃς τόσον ἤδη 
παμφαίνων ἐτέτυκτο, μιῆς δ’ ἔτι δεύετο μοῦνον 
ἀκτῖνος, τὴν οἵ γε σιδηρείῃς ἐλάασκον 
σφύρῃσιν μαλεροῖο πυρὸς ζείουσαν ἀυτμήν. 
 
On the cloak were the Cyclopes sitting at their unending task, toiling over the 
thunderbolt for lord Zeus. By now it was almost finished in all its brilliance, but it 
still lacked just a single ray, which they were beating out with their iron hammers 
while it seethed with an exhaust of raging fire. 
 
By beginning the ekphrasis of the cloak with this image, Apollonius draws a clear intratextual 
connection to the ending of Orpheus’ song at 1.509-511. The cloak and the song are otherwise 
connected in that both have an enchanting effect on their respective audiences (cf. 1.513-515; 
774-781). These connections begin to establish both the cosmological theme and its poiesis as 
programmatic topics in the Argonautica. 
                                                 
66 These passages, as well as the greater importance of the cosmological theme, are discussed further in Chapter 3. 
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 Another important example of recursivity in the epic comes from the repeated allusions 
to the construction of the Argo.67 The first reference to this event is at the end of Apollonius’ 
proem (1.18-22), where the narrator acknowledges that earlier bards sang of how Argus built the 
Argo according to Athena’s instructions, while he will proceed in his own way beginning with a 
catalogue. While most scholars understand this as a recusatio, Apollonius does not in fact refuse 
to engage with the tradition of the construction, but actually engages with it polemically – and 
his innovative means of doing so is to treat the construction in a series of “micronarratives” (to 
use Jackie Murray’s term) employed throughout the epic. I suggest that this is another variation 
on the allusive strategy at play in a number of mythical stories embedded throughout the epic. 
Whereas the construction of the Argo is alluded to numerous times, usually in no more than two 
verses, the effect of less frequent but more extensive allusions is similar. 
One series of allusions in particular illustrates the peculiar narrative effects which 
Apollonius is able to attain through this strategy of recursivity. The series of allusions to the 
larger myth of Jason relates elements of story which are external to the narrator’s chosen frame 
(i.e. the voyage), but nonetheless among the most expected in the Argonautica. They include 
Jason’s most important activities prior to the launch of the Argo: a trip to Pytho (1.208-210; 
1.412-414; 4.529-532), an interaction with Cheiron the centaur (1.32-34), and his fateful journey 
to the court of Pelias, during which he lost one sandal while crossing the river Anaurus. Two 
passages in the epic pertain to a crossing of the Anaurus river, yet it is disputed whether they 
refer to a single event or two. The question deserves to be discussed in more detail and 
considered in light of Apollonius’ recursive strategy. The first passage is 1.8-11, where the 
narrator is establishing the vital background to his main subject, the voyage; the second is 3.67-
                                                 
67 See Murray 2005 for discussion and interpretation of this series of allusions. 
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73, where in a speech Hera also refers to an occasion when Jason crossed the Anaurus river. On 
the surface, Hera does not provide enough information to decide whether or not the two river 
crossings should be identified. The ambiguity is almost certainly intentional, yet closer 
examination of the two passages reveals an intricate relationship between the two.   
 Among the most well-known episodes in the myth of Jason is his appearance before 
Pelias, the king of Iolcus, wearing only one sandal, a circumstance which fulfills the major 
condition of a prophecy foretelling the king’s doom and at the same time identifies Jason as the 
actor who would bring it about. The prophecy and its fulfillment appear in the earliest extant 
source for the myth, Pindar’s 4th Pythian ode, but for an account of how the sandal was lost the 
earliest sources are the 5th-century mythographer Pherecydes, quoted by the scholiast on Pythian 
4, and then Apollonius himself.68 Both authors connect the loss of the sandal to Jason’s crossing 
of the Anaurus river, but beyond this similarity Pherecydes’ version has no further relevance, and 
so I leave him aside. Apollonius includes the story, along with the prophecy it fulfills, in his 
Book 1 proem, thus marking out these events as part of the essential background to the 
Argonautic quest for the golden fleece (1.5-17): 
  τοίην γὰρ Πελίης φάτιν ἔκλυεν, ὥς μιν ὀπίσσω  5 
μοῖρα μένει στυγερή, τοῦδ’ ἀνέρος, ὅν τιν’ ἴδοιτο 
δημόθεν οἰοπέδιλον, ὑπ’ ἐννεσίῃσι δαμῆναι. 
δηρὸν δ’ οὐ μετέπειτα τεὴν κατὰ βάξιν Ἰήσων 
χειμερίοιο ῥέεθρα κιὼν διὰ ποσσὶν Ἀναύρου 
ἄλλο μὲν ἐξεσάωσεν ὑπ’ ἰλύος, ἄλλο δ’ ἔνερθεν  10 
κάλλιπεν αὖθι πέδιλον ἐνισχόμενον προχοῇσιν. 
ἵκετο δ’ ἐς Πελίην αὐτοσχεδὸν ἀντιβολήσων 
εἰλαπίνης, ἣν πατρὶ Ποσειδάωνι καὶ ἄλλοις 
ῥέζε θεοῖς, Ἥρης δὲ Πελασγίδος οὐκ ἀλέγιζεν. 
αἶψα δὲ τόν γ’ ἐσιδὼν ἐφράσσατο, καί οἱ ἄεθλον  15 
ἔντυε ναυτιλίης πολυκηδέος, ὄφρ’ ἐνὶ πόντῳ 
ἠὲ καὶ ἀλλοδαποῖσι μετ’ ἀνδράσι νόστον ὀλέσσῃ. 
                                                 
68 Pherecydes’ version differs from Apollonius’ in that Jason is supposed to have been ploughing nearby when he 
received the summons; he crosses the river unshod; then, after crossing, puts on the right sandal but “forgets” the left 
(fr. 60 Müller). 
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For such was the oracle Pelias heard: that in the future a loathsome fate awaited 
him – to be laid low by the designs of that man whom he saw from among the 
people wearing only one sandal. Not long thereafter, in accordance with your 
[=Apollo’s, cf. 1.1] prophecy, Jason, while crossing the stream of the wintry 
Anaurus on foot, preserved one sandal from the mud, but the other he left in the 
depth there when it was gripped by the current. He came to Pelias immediately to 
join in the feast which he was offering to his father Poseidon and the other gods – 
but of Pelasgian Hera he made no account. As soon as he saw Jason he began to 
deliberate, and he arranged for him the labor of a woeful voyage, in order that on 
the sea or else among foreign men he might lose his homecoming. 
 
The succinct narrative foreshortens what might have been a drawn-out series of events, quickly 
passing through three important stages. In the first (5-7), Pelias hears Apollo’s oracle. The next 
stage (8-14) removes the narrative from Pelias, passing to the events which accomplish the crux 
of the prophecy: Jason crosses the Anaurus, losing one sandal in the process, and then proceeds 
to meet Pelias. In the final stage of the narrative (15-17), Pelias immediately recalls the oracle 
and devises the “labor of the voyage” (ἄεθλον ναυτιλίης, 15-16) for Jason. Thus 5-7 and 15-17 
frame the whole of this background narrative with Pelias’ perspective, while in 8-14 the narrator 
provides his quasi-omniscient perspective on the events, including both the loss of the sandal 
(which took place out of Pelias’ sight) and the unfortunate omission of Hera in the sacrifices 
(which was, presumably, out of Pelias’ mind).  Although the audience to Apollonius’ epic may 
well guess, the narrator does not say what role Hera plays, or will play, in the accomplishment of 
the prophecy. 
Although the story of Apollo’s oracle, its fulfillment in Jason’s crossing of the Anaurus, 
and Pelias’ command occurs as vital background to the narrator’s real theme, the voyage and 
adventures of the Argonauts, it remains essentially allusive. Like other allusive stories in the 
Argonautica, it offers one principal perspective of an event, which is elsewhere cast in light of 
other perspectives. The Iolcian spectators (1.242), Alcimede (1.278-282), Jason (1.981; 2.763), 
Aeetes (3.405-406), and others all offer their commentary on King Pelias, who thus becomes an 
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important figure in the epic. On the other hand, as an account of the background to the voyage, 
the neat structure described above conveys a deceptive sense of completeness. In particular, the 
account of Jason’s crossing of the Anaurus is integrated almost seamlessly into the narrative of 
Pelias’ experience, as if it formed part of that experience: the rapid temporal sequence marked by 
the adverbs αὐτοσχεδόν (12) and αἶψα (15) masks the actual dislocation that takes place in the 
middle of the narrative, and likewise the interruption in focalization through Pelias’ character. It 
is only later in the epic, when Apollonius returns to the crossing of the Anaurus in another 
allusive narrative, that the significant openness of the earlier narrative becomes apparent. 
 The second (and final) narrative of Jason crossing the Anaurus river occurs early in Book 
3. As is typical of many recursive allusions, this event is related at a different narrative level 
from the previous allusive story. This time, the narrative is included in the direct speech of none 
other than Hera herself, who is explaining the origin of her love for Jason (3.66-73): 
  καὶ δ’ ἄλλως ἔτι καὶ πρὶν ἐμοὶ μέγα φίλατ’ Ἰήσων, 
ἐξότ’ ἐπὶ προχοῇσιν ἅλις πλήθοντος Ἀναύρου 
ἀνδρῶν εὐνομίης πειρωμένῃ ἀντεβόλησεν 
θήρης ἐξανιών· νιφετῷ δ’ ἐπαλύνετο πάντα 
οὔρεα καὶ σκοπιαὶ περιμήκεες, οἱ δὲ κατ’ αὐτῶν  70 
χείμαρροι καναχηδὰ κυλινδόμενοι φορέοντο. 
γρηὶ δέ μ’ εἰσαμένην ὀλοφύρατο, καί μ’ ἀναείρας 
αὐτὸς ἑοῖς ὤμοισι διὲκ προαλὲς φέρεν ὕδωρ. 
 
And besides, Jason became very dear to me even before, when beside the stream 
of the Anaurus, flowing in spate, upon returning from the hunt he met me as I was 
testing the lawfulness of men. All the mountains and high peaks were being 
sprinkled by the snowfall, and the torrents were carried rolling down from them 
with a roaring sound. As I was disguised as an old woman, he took pity on me, 
and lifting me up on his shoulders he himself carried me across the rushing water. 
 
The question emerges: could the two stories of Jason crossing the Anaurus refer to one and the 
same event? Most scholars who have commented on the matter believe they refer to different 
events, citing as evidence the fact that Jason is apparently on two different errands. In the first 
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passage, Jason is on his way to join Pelias’ sacrificial feast (ἵκετο δ’ ἐς Πελίην αὐτοσχεδὸν 
ἀντιβολήσων | εἰλαπίνης, 1.12-13); in the second passage, Hera says that he was returning from a 
hunt when he met her (θήρης ἐξανιών, 3.69).69 Admittedly, it might be thought too precious to 
imagine that Jason carried Hera across the river on the very same day that Pelias offended the 
goddess. On the other hand, the same consideration could motivate the strategy of omission and 
recursion. An epic poet with Alexandrian sensibilities might well avoid telling the whole story of 
a crucial mythical event if it would clutter his proem.  
Hera’s story of meeting and testing Jason at the Anaurus is not attested before 
Apollonius, suggesting that the two crossings are distinct at least by origin of tradition.70 
Whether he describes one crossing from two different perspectives or two separate incidents, 
however, Apollonius has developed a strong connection between the two narratives. Apart from 
the identity of the man and the river in the two passages, the sublime description in Book 3 of the 
snowy mountains and the rushing torrents varies and recalls the simple phrase of the earlier 
passage, where Jason crosses “the stream of wintry Anaurus” (χειμερίοιο ῥέεθρα...Ἀναύρου, 
1.9). Verbal echoes reinforce the connection (προχοῇσιν, 1.11 and 3.67; ἀντεβόλησεν, 3.68 ~ 
ἀντιβολήσων, 1.12; χείμαρροι, 3.71 ~ χειμερίοιο, 1.9), but more striking than these similarities is 
the parallelism between the two narrative frames. Like the background narrative of 1.5-17, 
Hera’s speech frames the vivid scene at the Anaurus with the figure of Pelias and his neglect of 
Hera (3.63-65, 74-75): 
  ῥύσομαι, ὅσσον ἐμοῖσιν ἐνὶ σθένος ἔπλετο γυίοις, 
ὄφρα μὴ ἐγγελάσῃ Πελίης κακὸν οἶτον ἀλύξας, 
                                                 
69 Cf. Hunter 1989, 105 (ad 3.66-75). Some scholars note that δημόθεν (1.7) might mean (or carry the potential to 
suggest) “from the country,” which would blur the distinction usually made; cf. Fränkel 1968, 37 (ad 1.5-17). 
 
70 Only three ancient sources, obviously postdating the Argonautica, definitely identify the crossing in the two 
stories: the manuscript hypothesis to the Argonautica itself, the scholiast on Hesiod’s Theogony line 993, and 
Hyginus in his 13th Fabula. 
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  ὅς μ’ ὑπερηνορέῃ θυέων ἀγέραστον ἔθηκεν.   65 
 
I will protect [Jason] with all the strength in my limbs, in order that Pelias, who in 
his arrogance deprived me of the honor of sacrifices, may not escape an evil doom 
and laugh at me.  
 
τῶ νύ μοι ἄλληκτον περιτίεται· οὐδέ κε λώβην 
  τίσειεν Πελίης, εἰ μὴ σύ γε νόστον ὀπάσσεις.  75 
 
For that reason, then, Jason is unceasingly held in high honor by me – nor would 
Pelias pay for his outrage, unless you will grant his return. 
 
It appears that love for Jason may not be Hera’s overriding concern! This arrangement of themes 
emphasizes Hera’s vengeful character, yet it also both mirrors and reverses the ordering of the 
Book 1 prophecy narrative. Her desire to bring about Pelias’ doom through Jason (63-64) 
responds to Apollo’s oracle (1.5-7), while her explanation of the cause for her anger (65) 
responds to the offense itself as narrated earlier (1.14). The conclusion to her speech, meanwhile, 
complements the typical obscurity of the oracle in that it implies but does not explain how 
Jason’s return will bring about Pelias’ punishment (οὐδέ κε λώβην | τίσειεν Πελίης, εἰ μὴ σύ γε 
νόστον ὀπάσσεις, 3.74-75; cf. 1.5-7); it also resonates with the conclusion of the proem narrative 
in that both rest on Jason’s νόστος, his return from the dangerous quest. The word is included at 
the same locus in the last line of both passages, and comparison extends to the following words, 
which are assonant to one another and yet opposite in meaning (νόστον ὀλέσσῃ, 1.17; νόστον 
ὀπάσσεις, 3.75). In effect, Hera’s speech illuminates the mechanism of fate which is hidden from 
view in the narrative focalized through Pelias. 
 These two passages demonstrate the versatile poetic function of recursive allusion in the 
Argonautica. On a structural level, the close responsion of the two allusive narratives and their 
placement near the start of Books 1 and 3 respectively reinforce the sense of a significant break 
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and a second beginning in the epic with Book 3.71 Moreover, while the nature of the content 
already involves the thematics of (specifically) tragic prophecy, the strategy of recursion also 
replicates – at the same time as it obscures – the tragic movement from ignorance to knowledge, 
in opposition to the paradigm of epic fullness.72 In the passages discussed here, the second 
allusion complements the first, at once revealing the previously hidden silences and crucially 
adding a new perspective on integral events. This point stands whether the two passages are 
taken to refer to the same crossing of the river or to separate incidents – indeed, the impossibility 
of certainty on this point is one of the typical effects of recursive presentation.  
One of the most famous passages in the epic is Jason’s allusion to the myth of Theseus 
and Ariadne as an exemplum which might persuade Medea to help him, a stranger in need much 
like Theseus. His initial allusion is prodded and partially filled in over the course of the dialogue 
which follows; the series of allusions is then answered by a final recursive allusion in Book 4. 
During the meeting at the temple of Hecate (3.948-1145), Jason invokes the exemplum of 
Theseus and Ariadne in his effort to win Medea’s help (3.997-1004):73 
  δή ποτε καὶ Θησῆα κακῶν ὑπελύσατ’ ἀέθλων 
παρθενικὴ Μινωὶς ἐυφρονέουσ’ Ἀριάδνη, 
ἥν ῥά τε Πασιφάη κούρη τέκεν Ἠελίοιο. 
ἀλλ’ ἡ μὲν καὶ νηός, ἐπεὶ χόλον εὔνασε Μίνως,  1000 
σὺν τῷ ἐφεζομένη πάτρην λίπε· τὴν δὲ καὶ αὐτοὶ 
ἀθάνατοι φίλαντο, μέσῳ δέ οἱ αἰθέρι τέκμωρ 
ἀστερόεις στέφανος, τόν τε κλείουσ’ Ἀριάδνης, 
πάννυχος οὐρανίοισιν ἑλίσσεται εἰδώλοισιν. 
 
Once, Theseus, too – Ariadne, the maiden daughter of Minos, in her friendly 
intentions delivered him from difficult trials – Ariadne, whom Pasiphae, daughter 
of Helios, bore. Rather she even took a place on a ship with that man, after Minos 
                                                 
71 On Book 3 as a second beginning to the epic, see Hunter 1989 ad 1-5. 
 
72 In the Argonautica, this tends to be a narratological movement only, i.e. one experienced by the audience through 
the mechanism of narrative – in tragedy, of course, the characters and audience frequently undergo such a movement 
together, if not at the same speed. 
 
73 See Clare 2002, 280n59 for bibliography on the Ariadne exemplum. 
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had lulled his anger, and she left her fatherland. And even the immortals 
themselves loved her, and as a sign in the midst of a sky a garland of stars, which 
they call Ariadne’s, revolves at night among the heavenly constellations. 
 
Jason relates the story of Theseus and Ariadne in outline, highlighting the commonality between 
the heroine’s situation and Medea’s. Yet Jason’s rhetorical purpose necessitates the omission of 
highly pertinent information. Here it can be assumed that the epic’s audience is familiar with the 
myth of Theseus, a hero to whom the narrator has already alluded in the Book 1 catalogue 
(1.101-104). In the dialogue that follows, Apollonius draws attention to the gaps in Jason’s 
allusion to the story. Whereas Jason had intentionally juxtaposed Ariadne’s service to Theseus 
with the sign of her dearness to the gods, Medea is understandably eager to hear more about the 
girl to whom she bears such striking connections (1074-1076): 
                                               εἰπὲ δὲ κούρην, 
ἥν τινα τήνδ’ ὀνόμηνας ἀριγνώτην γεγαυῖαν   1075 
Πασιφάης, ἣ πατρὸς ὁμόγνιός ἐστιν ἐμεῖο. 
 
Tell me of the girl, this one whom you named as the famous daughter of Pasiphae, 
who is related to my father. 
 
Jason responds, famously, by suggesting that Theseus and Minos were reconciled to one another 
through a marriage agreement (1096-1101),74 and Medea continues to dwell on Minos and 
Ariadne (1105-1108). As Medea’s intentions are inchoate, rising to the surface in the pattern of 
thought revealed by her speech, so the story of Ariadne is only begun here. Medea had asked 
about Ariadne, yet Jason says no more of her, refocusing on his own concerns in the supposed 
                                                 
74 Jason’s dismissive question (ἀλλὰ τίη τάδε τοι μεταμώνια πάντ’ ἀγορεύω, 1096) sounds like the narrator’s break-
off from the digression on Aethalides, as Clare 2002 observes (280). Each passage raises issues of memory and 
kleos – and the question of completeness. The similarity of the two dismissals is part of the endless refraction of 
narrative patterns in the Argonautica. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that Jason’s deception is never confirmed: the 
possibility of a tradition in which Minos and Theseus “came to an agreement” is left open, whether indeed 
Apollonius’ Hellenistic audience would have known of such a tradition or it had only to be imagined as an 
unverifiable possibility. It is worth remembering also that in one tradition Theseus belonged to the generation after 
Jason – a tradition followed in Euripides’ Medea. Thus the serious drama of this moment in the epic coexists with a 




agreement between Theseus and Minos. Thus, by employing this myth throughout the dialogue 
between Jason and Medea, Apollonius casts his own characters as interpreters of myth. 
As Jason recalls the exemplum, he lays special emphasis on Ariadne’s name even in 
declining to say more about her: “Why should I speak…of far-famed Ariadne, daughter of Minos 
– since that is the splendid name they called that lovely maiden whom you ask me of?” (ἀλλὰ 
τίη…ἀγορεύω, | …τηλεκλείτην τ’ Ἀριάδνην, | κούρην Μίνωος, τό περ ἀγλαὸν οὔνομα κείνην | 
παρθενικὴν καλέεσκον ἐπήρατον, ἥν μ’ ἐρεείνεις; 1096-1099). So the whole dialogue around 
Theseus and Ariadne occurs in close juxtaposition to the thematics of memory and kleos. While 
it may be true that a primary point of reference for the sophisticated reader is Odysseus’ promise 
to remember Nausicaa like a goddess (Od. 8.464-468), a very significant poetic concern also 
rests in associating these themes with incompleteness. By recalling only a part of Ariadne’s 
story, Jason makes a deceptive use of the mythical exemplum—a use which, ironically, 
foreshadows the real nature and extent of the parallelism between Ariadne and Medea. 
The dialogue between Jason and Medea models one of Apollonius’ central epistemic 
problems. Jason, who tells the story of Theseus, draws on a tradition that is known to the epic 
audience.75 Medea, on the other hand, is excluded from knowledge of the shared tradition: 
among the most poignant aspects of this dialogue is psychological realism in the way that Medea 
grasps at what little is familiar to her in all that Jason tells her. From the Theseus story, the only 
point of connection for Medea is Pasiphae, a sister of her father Aeetes (Πασιφάης, ἣ πατρὸς 
ὁμόγνιός ἐστιν ἐμεῖο, 3.1076).76 The Colchian Medea is here (almost) a tabula rasa when it 
comes to Hellenic mythopoetic traditions, a condition virtually impossible in the 
                                                 
75 A later adventure of Theseus (contemporary to the Argo’s voyage) is mentioned in the Catalogue (1.101-103).  
 
76 Other points of reference for Medea include two European locales of which she has heard: Orchomenus, home of 
Athamas, and Aeaea, home of her Aunt Circe (cf. 3.1073-1074). 
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Hellenistic/Alexandrian audience – maybe in the Hellenistic world? – yet of extraordinary 
interest to Apollonius. 
As with the two accounts of Jason crossing the Anaurus, the story explored in the 
dialogue at Hecate’s temple is revisited in narrative later in the epic. After the Argonauts and 
Medea escape from Colchis, they are waylaid by a mass of Colchians who have managed to 
overtake the Argo and block its passage (cf. 4.303-337). Unable to fight and dissuaded by Medea 
from submitting to arbitration, Jason arranges an act of treachery: to entice Medea’s brother 
Apsyrtus away from his followers with gifts, and then to murder him (411-420). The narrator 
singles out one gift for description, a cloak Jason had received from Hypsipyle (422-434): 
                καὶ πολλὰ πόρον ξεινήια δῶρα, 
οἷς μέτα καὶ πέπλον δόσαν ἱερὸν Ὑψιπυλείης 
πορφύρεον. τὸν μέν ῥα Διωνύσῳ κάμον αὐταὶ 
Δίῃ ἐν ἀμφιάλῳ Χάριτες θεαί, αὐτὰρ ὁ παιδὶ   425 
δῶκε Θόαντι μεταῦτις, ὁ δ’ αὖ λίπεν Ὑψιπυλείῃ, 
ἡ δ’ ἔπορ’ Αἰσονίδῃ πολέσιν μετὰ καὶ τὸ φέρεσθαι 
γλήνεσιν εὐεργὲς ξεινήιον. οὔ μιν ἀφάσσων 
οὔτε κεν εἰσορόων γλυκὺν ἵμερον ἐμπλήσειας· 
τοῦ δὲ καὶ ἀμβροσίη ὀδμὴ πέλεν ἐξέτι κείνου,  430 
ἐξ οὗ ἄναξ αὐτὸς Νυσήιος ἐγκατέλεκτο 
ἀκροχάλιξ οἴνῳ καὶ νέκταρι, καλὰ μεμαρπὼς 
στήθεα παρθενικῆς Μινωίδος, ἥν ποτε Θησεὺς 
Κνωσσόθεν ἑσπομένην Δίῃ ἔνι κάλλιπε νήσῳ. 
   
And they gave many gifts of hospitality, among which they gave a sacred robe of 
Hypsipyle, a purple one. This cloak the Graces themselves made for Dionysus on 
sea-girt Dia, then he gave it afterward to his son Thoas, and he left it in turn to 
Hypsipyle, and she gave it to Jason with many other trinkets to take as a well-
wrought gift of hospitality. Neither in touching it nor in gazing at it could you 
satisfy your sweet desire; and it also had a divine fragrance, still, from that time 
when the Nyseian lord himself had lain upon it, drunk with wine and nectar, while 
grasping the beautiful breasts of the maiden daughter of Minos, whom Theseus 
once left behind on the island of Dia after she followed him from Knossos. 
 
Embedded in an object history, this continuation of the Theseus/Ariadne story occupies a special 
level of narrative, neither precisely of the fabula nor exactly a digression. This in-betweenness is 
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marked also by the second-person verb ἐμπλήσειας (429), bridging the chasm between the heroic 
past and the present shared by the narrator and his audience.77 Moreover, in recalling the episode 
with Hypsipyle, where the cloak was not mentioned,78 the narrator invites the audience to reflect 
on his own narrative and on the complex parallelism between Jason’s affairs with Hypsipyle and 
Medea. The perspective offered by the cloak description is thus both historical and meta-
narratival, bringing into contact the interconnected stories of Ariadne, Hypsipyle, and Medea, as 
well as the epic audience’s different relationships to each of these characters. 
The dramatic irony of the cloak’s history and of its appearance at this moment in the 
story is perhaps the most urgent effect of the allusion. The Argonauts, and Jason, are on the point 
of handing Medea over to arbitration – she would be left alone on an island (4.345-349) – when 
she herself intervenes; the story of abandonment that Jason omitted from his narrative is 
completed by the narrator precisely as Medea averts a similar fate for herself (431-434). The 
context of the new Ariadne allusion also responds to the kleos/memory thematics of the Book 3 
dialogue. The cloak itself bears a memory in the “divine fragrance” (ἀμβροσίη ὀδμή, 430) it 
retains from a time long past. The fragrance, and so the allusion, now reveals precisely how 
Ariadne won the recognition of a catasterism adduced by Jason in his exemplum: the “thanks 
from the gods” (θεόθεν χάρις, 3.1005) in Ariadne’s case turns out not to be for her aid to 
Theseus, but rather in direct consequence of her abandonment and subsequent sexual encounter 
with Dionysus – thanks “from a god.” 
                                                 
77 Cf. 1.725-726 and 765-767, of Jason’s more famous cloak and its final embroidered image. The use of second-
person is a convention of ekphrases from Homer on; see Becker 1995. 
 
78 This cloak also recalls the mention of a cloak from Hypsipyle when Jason is performing Medea’s instructions to 
invoke Hekate (3.1204-1206), described there as “a memorial of their intense lovemaking” (ἀδινῆς μνημήιον εὐνῆς, 
1206). This may not be the same cloak, an uncertainty which is typical in the recursive narratives: the reader can say 
the pieces belong together without necessarily knowing how they fit. 
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 Recursion is a vital element of the narration in the Argonautica, an epic which purposes 
to stitch together disparate traditions in order to form a coherent account of the Argonauts. The 
poem’s many allusive narratives reflect this epistemic variety in their own narratological variety. 
In particular, the analeptic stories discussed here, those referring to events that precede by a long 
or short period the starting point of Apollonius’ narration, are a reflection of the epic’s larger 
epistemology, wherein a complex account of the past must be refracted from a myriad of 
perspectives. This myriad is literally found in the different levels of narrative that relate a given 
allusive story: the reader recognizes that a connected story is told, yet it must be pieced together 
from the narrator’s digression or expansion, from a character’s speech, from a detail of an aition 
or of object description. Here, too, the distinction between the poet and the narrator blurs. The 
audience engages with the story, as well as with all those externalities, through the medium of 
narrative in a definite relationship to a narrator. Yet through the lens of recursivity the audience 
may sense the subtleties of poetry at work in the narrative.  
 
Conclusion 
 Each of the narrative qualities discussed in this chapter contributes to Apollonius’ 
coherent project of presenting an epistemologically complex story and highlighting multiple 
perspectives on the unfolding events. Far from being an uneven or hackneyed appropriator of his 
greater forbears, Apollonius develops the form of epic narrative in wholly idiosyncratic ways.  
Probing the popular notion of a self-conscious poet-narrator, I have observed that 
Apollonius does not merely write his epic with consciousness of his epigonal relationship to 
Homer and the larger Hellenic literary tradition; rather he creates a narrative which establishes its 
own fictional context for relationships between narrator, audience, and story. On this theoretical 
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understanding, the epic sets its narrative in the midst of a fictional world of knowledge 
incorporating mythopoetic traditions and something like Alexandrian scholarship, among other 
epistemic sources. The section on positionality demonstrated how the narrator takes this 
epistemology further by explicitly situating his narrative as an imperfect but necessary medium 
between the present and past. The epistemic assumptions of the narrative are not fixed, however, 
as the section on the poem’s narrative variety showed: the epic is marked by subtle adaptations in 
its narrative strategy as well as by a major shift with the epic’s second half. The recursive 
narratives, meanwhile, tend to highlight the absence of objectivity in Apollonius’ 
epistemological framework, even as the narrator strives to establish an “objective” basis for his 
story in traditions and other forms of evidence. 
These discussions also suggest the importance of perspective as a strategy of the poem, a 
subject which will be discussed at much greater length in the next chapter. This chapter has 
shown how Apollonius develops different narrative perspectives, and different perspectives on 
the narrative. In the first place, the self-consciousness of the epic narrative acknowledges its own 
literary existence and at the same time posits an extra-literary fiction in which the narrative can 
exist. The reader of the Argonautica can thus bring their literary perspective to bear on the poem; 
yet they can also assume their fictional identity as audience and narratee. The epic’s 
positionality, on the other hand, involves a tendency to triangulate a perspective on the heroic 
past in the narratorial present, eschewing the Homeric appearance of objective presence in favor 
of a poetics of subjective distance. 
While the first two sections demonstrated a tendency to contract and withdraw 
perspective to the time of narration, the latter two sections revealed the equal and opposite 
tendency for the narrative to expand and encompass multiple perspectives within the story and 
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without. The narrative variety of the epic means that different episodes and different movements 
in the story are presented in radically different ways, variously employing focalization, 
narratorial voice, and other presentational strategies. If this describes how story events of 
ostensibly similar standing are treated differently at the narrative level, recursivity describes the 
inverse: how embedded narratives, particularly, are refracted between narratological levels, 
bringing together perspectives of story and perspectives of narrative. 
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CHAPTER 2: PATTERNS OF VISUALIZATION 
 
Introduction: Immersion and Detachment in the Argonautica 
 The aim of this chapter is to identify the dominant patterns of visualization in the 
Argonautica and to explore the relationships of these patterns to the narrator’s methods and 
purposes in narrating the epic, that is, to his poetics and his program. Although many scholars 
have noted the visuality of Apollonius’ poem, there has been no systematic investigation of the 
Argonautica’s visuality in relation to the narrative. Most studies that have approached the subject 
are restricted to discussions of ekphrasis or description,79 while others have sought to examine 
the subjects and manner of visuality in the Argonautica and other Hellenistic works in relation to 
the visual aesthetics of the Hellenistic period.80 The latter topic is potentially of great interest for 
a historical understanding of the cultural context of the Argonautica’s composition, but the 
approach offers little to an interpretation of the epic and its narrative on their own terms. On the 
other hand, descriptions, including ekphrases, constitute a vital element of narrative, and the 
present discussion builds on the existing body of scholarship in this area. Yet because the 
category of “description” is insufficient to encapsulate the Argonautica’s entire system of 
visuality, I have framed my analysis in this chapter around the broader concept of 
“visualization.” Using this concept, I will describe how Apollonius employs a variety of 
visualizing strategies in connection with three major narrative themes – the marvelous, 
voyeurism, and geography – in order to enliven the narratee’s experience of the epic.
                                                 
79 Fusillo 1983, 1985; Thiel 1993; and numerous articles on Jason’s cloak and other ekphrases.  
 
80 Phinney 1967; Elvira 1977-78; Zanker 1987, 2004; Fowler 1989. 
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 When I analyze visualization, I am analyzing two separate but related processes: a 
subjective process within a narratee’s experience of a narrative, and a poetical process, 
objectified in a text, by which a narrator incorporates visualizing elements into a narrative. 
Visualization in the former, subjective sense refers to the process by which narratees produce 
mental images in response to “visualizing elements” within a narrative – e.g. pictorial 
descriptions or similes.81 This visualization is subjective in that no two narratees will respond to 
an identical narrative in an identical manner: one will imagine a vivid scene in response to the 
barest of descriptions, while another will become distracted and bored and transfer the mind’s 
eye to other things. The poetical process of visualization, on the other hand, is objectified in the 
text: it consists in the words and phrases with which the narrator represents matter of the fabula 
in visual, or visualizable, detail. When I speak of this visualization as a process, I am referring 
specifically to the accumulation of visualizable detail in the course of narrative. 
 Visualizable detail is an inherent feature of narrative. Narratives include characters, 
actions, settings: the naming of any of these results in sound waves (or light waves, in the case of 
a text) in response to which a narratee may form a mental image. Yet at the narrator’s disposal, 
too, are various means of elaborating a narrative with more, and more specific, visualizable 
details. The most obvious means is description, the attribution of additional traits to a character, 
object, setting, etc. Another means is focalization, whereby the narrator implicitly or explicitly 
represents matter (a character, object, setting, etc.) through the perspective of a character (or 
characters) in the narrative. Other means include similes, immersive narration (a concept I will 
discuss further below), and all manner of visual cues, from the narrator’s θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι-type 
exclamations to subtler contextualizations and elaborations of the matter to be visualized. 
                                                 
81 On reader imaging, see Esrock 1994. 
 
76 
“Matter to be visualized” includes, first and foremost, matter of the fabula, that is the characters, 
settings, actions, and events that make up the narrative’s plot; yet it may also extend to matters 
outside of the fabula, wherever and however the narrator interrupts the story to include such. The 
interchange between these two categories of visualization plays an important role in shaping the 
narratee’s experience. 
 The narrator’s shifting focus between the fabula and his own latter-day perspective has a 
profound impact on the way the audience experiences the epic, and in particular on the way the 
audience processes the narrative’s visual information. When the narrator inserts a description 
pertaining to the present world into his narrative of the past, the narratee experiences this 
differently than if the narrator had maintained a past-tense perspective throughout. In the latter 
case, the narratee experiences the narrative as a unity and visualizes the characters, actions, 
settings in a unified manner. In the former case, the narratee experiences disjunctions in the 
imaging process in accordance with disjunctions in the narrative’s perspective. The interchange 
of temporal foregrounds, from the fabulous past to the narrative present, results in a pastiche 
narration in which visualization is a variable quality from one textual moment to the next. In 
order to analyze this variation and its significance in Apollonius’ epic, I use the terms 
“immersion” and “detachment” to designate the ideal effect of a given piece of text. The word 
“ideal” must be used here, as the actual effect is highly dependent on the individual narratee 
(being, as it is, an element of subjective visualization), and, additionally, rarely or perhaps never 
achieved in a pure or ideal form. In other words, visuality exists on a spectrum; “immersion” and 
“detachment” designate the extremes of the spectrum, and much of Apollonius’ narrative falls 
somewhere between the two extremes. 
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 Immersion and detachment are qualities of narrative related to the audience’s experience 
of the fabula. The term immersion, as I will use it, designates an experience of the story that is 
more direct, more vivid, more intimate. The more the narrative enables the narratee to visualize 
the characters, setting, and events of the fabula, the more immersive it is. Detachment, 
conversely, designates an experience that is in some way separated or removed from the fabula. 
The narrative generally offers such an experience through the imposing presence of the narrator 
in his role as a scholar drawing on the knowledge and traditions of his own time. In other words, 
detachment is related to the narrator’s self-consciousness as discussed in the previous chapter. 
Detached narrative may refer to the fabula, yet it also draws attention to its own existence apart 
from the fabula—it makes the narratee aware of narrative as an artifice interposed between 
narratee and fabula, and the more it does so, the more detached it is. There are moments of high 
immersion and high detachment in the epic, but Apollonius’ art lies particularly in blending the 
two in a narrative style that is capable of producing a variety of interesting effects. In order to 
demonstrate how immersion and detachment appear in the text, however, I offer the following 
series of examples. 
Example 1: Immersion 
Immersion could be described as the unmarked mode of narration in the Homeric 
tradition. That said, there are levels of immersion ranging from simple, action-oriented 
storytelling of the kind that predominates in the Homeric epics to more “picturesque” and 
“vivid” narration of the kind for which Apollonius has frequently been praised.82 When I use the 
term immersion in this chapter, I will generally be referring to “deeper” levels of immersion with 
a pronounced effect—that is, narrative that is distinctly immersive and not simply an unmarked 
                                                 
82 Cf. Phinney 1967, Elvira 1977-78. 
 
78 
report of actions and events. Although immersion is typically associated with a high degree of 
visualization, the two terms are not synonymous: whereas visualization encompasses any 
element of the narrative that prompts the narratee to produce a mental image, immersion refers to 
the narratee’s level of involvement with the fabula only. Because such involvement tends to 
correlate with vivid detail, visualization and immersion often go hand in hand. 
The Argonautica’s most immersive moments are characterized by extensive sensory 
detail, particularly visual detail but frequently also aural detail, as in the example passage 
discussed below. A second major characteristic, closely tied to the first, is embedded 
focalization. In the following example, the narrator strives to present the approach to the 
Clashing Rocks as the Argonauts themselves experienced it (2.549-561): 
  οἱ δ’ ὅτε δὴ σκολιοῖο πόρου στεινωπὸν ἵκοντο 
τρηχείῃς σπιλάδεσσιν ἐεργμένον ἀμφοτέρωθεν,  550 
δινήεις δ’ ὑπένερθεν ἀνακλύζεσκεν ἰοῦσαν 
νῆα ῥόος, πολλὸν δὲ φόβῳ προτέρωσε νέοντο, 
ἤδη δέ σφισι δοῦπος ἀρασσομένων πετράων 
νωλεμὲς οὔατ’ ἔβαλλε, βόων δ’ ἁλιμυρέες ἀκταί· 
δὴ τότ’ ἔπειθ’ ὁ μὲν ὦρτο πελειάδα χειρὶ μεμαρπὼς  555 
Εὔφημος πρῴρης ἐπιβήμεναι, οἱ δ’ ὑπ’ ἀνωγῇ 
Τίφυος Ἁγνιάδαο θελήμονα ποιήσαντο 
εἰρεσίην, ἵν’ ἔπειτα διὲκ πέτρας ἐλάσειαν 
κάρτεϊ ᾧ πίσυνοι. τὰς δ’ αὐτίκα λοίσθιον ἄλλων 
οἰγομένας ἀγκῶνα περιγνάμψαντες ἴδοντο·   560 
σὺν δέ σφιν χύτο θυμός.  
 
When they came to a strait in the crooked passage, confined by jagged rocks on 
both sides, and the whirling steam was washing up against the passing ship from 
below, and they were moving forward very fearfully, and now the thud of the 
rocks dashing together was striking their ears unceasingly, and the sea-beaten 
promontories were resounding—at that moment Euphemus grasped the dove in 
his hand and set out to climb the prow, and the rest began to row at ease at the 
command of Tiphys, son of Hagnias, so that afterward they might rely on their 
strength to drive through the rocks. As soon as they rounded the last bend of all, 




Through the slow pacing of this scene, the narrator develops a close connection between the 
narrative and the fabula and thus creates a highly immersive scene. The passage employs 
extensive focalization. Before the Argonauts, or the audience, behold the rocks, they pass 
through “a narrow in the crooked passage” (σκολιοῖο πόρου στεινωπόν, 549) formed “by jagged 
rocks on either side” (τρηχείῃς σπιλάδεσσιν ἐεργμένον ἀμφοτέρωθεν, 550). In a highly realistic 
detail, the Argonauts hear the “thud of the rocks dashing together unceasingly” before they come 
into view (ἤδη δέ σφισι δοῦπος ἀρασσομένων πετράων | νωλεμὲς οὔατ’ ἔβαλλε, 553-554), a 
sound which makes the “sea-beaten promontories” resound (literally “shout”; βόων δ’ ἁλιμυρέες 
ἀκταί, 554). As they round the last bend in the passage, they finally see the rocks opening (τὰς δ’ 
αὐτίκα λοίσθιον ἄλλων | οἰγομένας ἀγκῶνα περιγνάμψαντες ἴδοντο, 559-560). The whole of the 
passage provides numerous visual details about the appearance of the land- and seascape and the 
changing spatial relationships in the highly kinetic scene.83 Lines 553-554 and especially 564-
573, moreover, are very rich in aural detail, including many onomatopoetic verbs (e.g. ἐβόμβεον, 
569; καχλάζοντος ἀνέπτυε, 570). The abundant descriptive content recreates both sight and 
sound of the Clashing Rocks and presents it to the audience precisely as the Argonauts’ firsthand 
experience, not merely one of the distant “glories of ancient-born men” (1.1-4). For the moment, 
the world of narration is all but forgotten as the world of the fabula is drawn into sharp focus. 
The constant input of new details allows the narratee to sustain visualization of the scene. 
The amount of detail just described necessarily carries with it an implicit focalization: it 
is the Argonauts who notice that the rocks are “jagged” (τρηχείῃς, 550; cf. 568), that the sea 
                                                 
83 There is less explicit description of color in this passage than in many other passages praised as “picturesque” and 
“painterly” (cf. Phinney 1967; Elvira 1977-78): the lone color word in the entire scene (549-606) is λευκή (570), 
which implicitly creates a visual contrast with the “dark” Clashing Rocks (cf. Κυανέας, 1.3), an epithet not used 
here. The lack of color might itself be considered a realistic aspect of the passage, as the Argonauts presumably see 
mainly shades of grey, from the white of mist and foam to the gray water and the dark rocks. 
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water rises and looms before them “like a cloud” (νέφος ὥς, 566); they hear the booming and 
splashing (553-554; 568-570). This focalization is here and there made explicit by the use of 
verbs of sight (ἴδοντο, 560; ἐσορώμενοι, 563; cf. 579, 581), a periphrasis for hearing (οὔατ’ 
ἔβαλλε, 554), and emotional characterizations (552; 561; cf. 575, 577-578). They see the rocks, 
the dove; hear the thudding of the rocks; are struck with fear and then overwhelmed with relief. 
Both implied and explicit focalization develop the audience’s sense of immersion: whereas direct 
description of the scene places the audience as an onlooker within the fabula, the focalizing verbs 
of sight and hearing ground this wealth of detail in the particular sensory (and psychological) 
experience of the characters. As the audience is encouraged to identify its experience of the 
narrative with the heroes’ experience of the passage through the rocks, the narrative about the 
Argonauts is transformed virtually into a simulation of their experience.  
Through immersive narrative the narrator obscures himself from his audience, ceasing to 
hold forth self-consciously and excluding the narrative’s positionality from all consideration. The 
question of how the narrator knows that which he relates no longer arises: no Muses are invoked, 
no tradition is cited. The experience of the Argonauts is real, and the audience partakes of this 
experience moment by moment, detail by detail. As readers of poetry, they remark how well the 
poet has depicted the scene and the action; as narratees, they are held rapt by the images, the 
sounds, and the suspense of a scene not recalled from an age past but playing out before them. 
Example 2: Detachment 
Whereas immersive narrative strives to make the audience’s experience of the narrative 
as close as possible to an experience of the fabula, detached narrative distances the audience 
from this experience and makes the experience of narrative transparent as such, as an interaction 
between a narrator and a narratee. Just as immersion is not synonymous with visualization, 
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moreover, detachment is not its antonym: as I have noted above, the narrator may visualize 
matters outside of the fabula as well as matters within it. Nevertheless, visuality and detachment 
tend to be contrasting features in the Argonautica. In the following brief episode, the narrator 
relates a part of the Argonauts’ return voyage and a stopover among the Hylleans, but this direct 
relationship of the narrative to the fabula soon gives way to a series of digressions (4.522-536):  
  ἥρωες δ’, ὅτε δή σφιν ἐείσατο νόστος ἀπήμων, 
δή ῥα τότε προμολόντες ἐπὶ χθονὶ πείσματ’ ἔδησαν 
Ὑλλήων· νῆσοι γὰρ ἐπιπρούχοντο θαμειαὶ 
ἀργαλέην πλώουσιν ὁδὸν μεσσηγὺς ἔχουσαι.  525 
οὐδέ σφιν, ὡς καὶ πρίν, ἀνάρσια μητιάασκον 
Ὑλλῆες· πρὸς δ’ αὐτοὶ ἐμηχανόωντο κέλευθον, 
μισθὸν ἀειρόμενοι τρίποδα μέγαν Ἀπόλλωνος.  
δοιοὺς γὰρ τρίποδας τηλοῦ πόρε Φοῖβος ἄγεσθαι 
Αἰσονίδῃ περόωντι κατὰ χρέος, ὁππότε Πυθὼ  530 
ἱρὴν πευσόμενος μετεκίαθε τῆσδ’ ὑπὲρ αὐτῆς 
ναυτιλίης· πέπρωτο δ’, ὅπῃ χθονὸς ἱδρυθεῖεν, 
μή ποτε τὴν δῄοισιν ἀναστήσεσθαι ἰοῦσιν. 
τούνεκεν εἰσέτι νῦν κείνῃ ὅδε κεύθεται αἴῃ 
ἀμφὶ πόλιν ἀγανὴν Ὑλληίδα, πολλὸν ἔνερθεν  535 
οὔδεος, ὥς κεν ἄφαντος ἀεὶ μερόπεσσι πέλοιτο. 
 
The heroes, when their voyage seemed safe to them, came forth then and tied their 
cables to the land of the Hylleans. For a close-set group of islands jutted forth, 
offering a difficult path for those who would sail between them. The Hylleans 
were not plotting violence against them, as indeed they had before. Moreover they 
themselves arranged a passage, taking as a reward a great tripod of Apollo. For 
Phoebus gave Jason two tripods to bring as he traveled on his quest, when he 
came to sacred Pytho to inquire about this very voyage. It was fated that, 
wherever on earth the tripods were set up, that land would never be devastated by 
invading enemies. Therefore still to this day that tripod lies hidden in that land 
near the friendly Hyllean city, far beneath the ground, so that it might always 
remain invisible to mortals.  
 
Lines 522-528 give an unmarked account of the Argonauts’ short voyage from Electris to the 
land of the Hylleans and of their interactions with this people. By “unmarked,” I mean that the 
narrative refers directly to the fabula and is free of any interruption in this frame of reference.84 
                                                 
84 Such “unmarked” narrative is inherently visualizable, yet the passage is not immersive on this account, since it 
lacks sufficient cues to involve the narratee in an experience of the fabula. 
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Reference to the fabula might be interrupted in a number of ways, however, several of which are 
represented in the following part of the passage. A frequent type of interruption in the 
Argonautica is breaking of chronological sequence with analeptic, and sometimes proleptic, 
digressions.85 The Argonauts’ “payment” or “reward” (μισθόν, 528) of a tripod triggers an 
analeptic digression about the origin of the tripod – of two tripods, in fact, the second of which 
will appear later in the epic (4.1547-1550).86 The effect of this digression is at once to interrupt 
the audience’s contact with the continuous story, while at the same time elaborating the fabula as 
a whole with new information about the story’s background. Detached narrative may thus 
elaborate the narratee’s relationship to the fabula, yet it does so by interrupting their involvement 
with the immediate moment in the story. 
 Just as immersive narrative tends to involve an accumulation of descriptive language, 
focalizing perspectives, and other visual cues, so too the effect of detachment also becomes more 
pronounced through accumulation of elements such as digression and narratorial interjection. 
The analepsis about the two tripods (4.529-533), for example, gives way to another digression in 
the form of an aition—marked as often by the phrase εἰσέτι νῦν (4.534)—which pertains to the 
tripod that had just this moment appeared in the fabula (τρίποδα μέγαν, 4.528).87 Like the 
                                                 
85 The term “analepsis” refers to a reference in a narrative to events that precede the story; “prolepsis” designates a 
reference to events that follow the story. See de Jong 1987, 81-90; and, for a detailed study of analepsis and 
prolepsis in the Argonautica, Fusillo 1985.   
 
86 Such a digression, which is still “of” the fabula of the Argonauts and stems directly from an action in the fabula, is 
less intrusive than a digression that does not obviously belong to the Argonautic mythos. 
 
87 Aitia belong to detached narrative, since they connect events in the fabula to the world of the narration. This does 
not necessarily mean a break in visualization; on the contrary, the role of aetiology in the Argonautica is often to 
establish, through reference to features of the later landscape, a visual continuity between the fabula and the 
narrative present (as I argue further in Chapter 3). In this case, however, the aetiology is an unusual one: the physical 
σῆμα, the tripod of Apollo, is not “still to this day” visible (cf. σήματα…πέφαται, 4.554-555), but “lies hidden” 
(κεύθεται, 534) “far beneath the ground, so that it might remain forever unseen by mortals” (πολλὸν ἔνερθεν | 
οὔδεος, ὥς κεν ἄφαντος ἀεὶ μερόπεσσι πέλοιτο, 535-536). The proof of the tripod’s presence is rather the continued 
existence of the Hylleans according to the prophecy attached to the tripod (cf. 532-533). 
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analeptic digression, the aetiological digression diverts the audience from the fabula as it refers 
to a narrative-present circumstance, inviting the audience to consider the real connections 
between the two – i.e., that the Hylleans have survived to the present day in accordance with the 
prophecy attached to the tripods given to Jason by Apollo – as well as the narrator’s role in 
mediating the two. In other words, continued detachment in this passage has brought together 
three separate moments – the moment in the story, the moment of the analepsis, and the moment 
of the aition. Such a collocation foregrounds the narrator as the source and curator of these 
mythographical and aetiological observations, and the fabula itself recedes into background. 
Although the digressions contain their own visualizable elements, the narratee’s overall 
experience of the narrative is changed: rather than becoming involved in the fabula, the narratee 
must contend with the dynamic narration; even the few lines referring directly to the fabula now 
seem to refer to something distant, something recalled as history rather than represented as life. 
Example 3: Mixed Immersion and Detachment 
The features of narrative that produce immersion and detachment are not absolutely 
exclusive; they can be used in close proximity to one another, and often in a complicated 
interchanging relationship. Much of the discussion in this chapter analyzes the interchange of 
immersive and detached narrative and how this stylistic innovation supports several of the epic’s 
major themes. While it is difficult to generalize about the poetic effects that the narrator achieves 
by employing a mixed style of narrative, the essential function of the mixed style is to elaborate 
and integrate the narratee’s overall experience of both the narrative and the fabula. In other 
words, the mixture of immersive and detached narrative confronts the narratee with the widest 
range of the narrative’s possibility: the narratee is drawn into the scene and simultaneously 
reminded of the narrative that has accomplished this feat. The biography and description of the 
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Boreads in the Argonautica’s Catalogue will serve as a brief example of mixed narrative (1.211-
223):88 
  Ζήτης αὖ Κάλαΐς τε Βορήιοι υἷες ἵκοντο, 
οὕς ποτ’ Ἐρεχθηὶς Βορέῃ τέκεν Ὠρείθυια 
ἐσχατιῇ Θρῄκης δυσχειμέρου· ἔνθ’ ἄρα τήν γε 
Θρηίκιος Βορέης ἀνερείψατο Κεκροπίηθεν 
Ἰλισσοῦ προπάροιθε χορῷ ἔνι δινεύουσαν.   215 
καί μιν ἄγων ἕκαθεν, Σαρπηδονίην ὅθι πέτρην 
κλείουσιν, ποταμοῖο παρὰ ῥόον Ἐργίνοιο, 
λυγαίοις ἐδάμασσε περὶ νεφέεσσι καλύψας. 
τὼ μὲν ἐπὶ κροτάφοισι ποδῶν θ’ ἑκάτερθεν ἐρεμνὰς 
σεῖον ἀειρομένω πτέρυγας, μέγα θάμβος ἰδέσθαι,  220 
χρυσείαις φολίδεσσι διαυγέας· ἀμφὶ δὲ νώτοις 
κράατος ἐξ ὑπάτοιο καὶ αὐχένος ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα 
κυάνεαι δονέοντο μετὰ πνοιῇσιν ἔθειραι. 
 
Zetes and Calais, the sons of Boreas, arrived in turn, whom Oreithuia, the 
daughter of Erechtheus, once bore to Boreas at the remote end of wintry Thrace. 
Thracian Boreas abducted her to this place from Cecropia while she was whirling 
in a dance before the Ilissus. Taking her far off, to a place they call the 
Sarpedonian rock, beside the stream of the Erginus river, he wrapped her in 
gloomy clouds and raped her. Those two flapped the dark wings upon their brows 
and upon either foot whenever they lifted themselves up, a great marvel to behold, 
their wings shining with golden scales. And over their backs from their crown and 
neck, this way and that, their dark hair fluttered in the gusts of wind. 
 
The Catalogue as presented by the narrator is an inherently detached unit of the epic: it begins 
from the perspective of the narrator and his programmatic choice to begin with a catalogue (cf. 
1.20-22) and it is marked throughout by the narrator’s overt voice and judgment (e.g. 23; 82; 
123; 196). Moreover, the Catalogue refers to events occurring in the fabula only in its very 
general reporting that the heroes named “came” or “arrived” (ἵκοντο, 211; cf. 35, 40, 57, etc.) or 
“were not left behind,” “did not remain” (45, 49-50, 51, etc.). This motif suggests the possibility 
that the Catalogue might be visualized as a procession of heroes arriving one after another.89 Yet 
                                                 
88 This passage is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. 
 
89 Thus the Iliadic Catalogue is motivated as an account of the leaders and their tribes as they are drawn up on the 
plain of Troy, even if the Catalogue itself involves τὰ ἔξω τοῦ δράματος. 
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no entry in the Catalogue capitalizes on this possibility with additional immersive detail until the 
Boreads are introduced in the penultimate entry. 
 The first part of the Boread’s description retains much of the quality of scholarly 
detachment that dominates the entire Catalogue. Lines 211-218 resemble many other catalogue 
entries in relating biographical information about the Boreads, in particular the circumstances of 
their birth (cf. 23-25, 35-36, 54-56, etc.). Yet the narrator does incorporate some visualizing 
elements into the story about the rape of Oreithyia (213-218). Boreas abducts the girl while she 
is “whirling in a dance before the Ilissus” (the context suggests her dancing is somehow like the 
“whirling” or “eddying” of water); later he wraps her “in shadowy clouds” (218). Yet vivid 
description of things outside the fabula is still a means of removing the audience from the fabula. 
Here the vivid details are matched by an equal emphasis on scholarly detail, particularly 
geographical detail, and by the use of an Alexandrian footnote (κλείουσιν, 217). These lines thus 
reflect on a narrator whose scholarship, above all, acquaints him with the Boreads and their 
larger story beyond the voyage of the Argo. The narratee, in turn, understands the lines as being 
communicated by the scholarly narrator. At the same time, a series of images forms in the 
narratee’s mind: a girl dancing by a river; a mountain glen wrapped in clouds. These images, too, 
become associated with the Boreads. 
 Whereas 211-218 already exhibit a degree of mixture between detachment and minor 
notes of immersion, the lines that follow introduce a strong immersive quality into the narrative. 
Lines 219-223 break off from the birth story and visualize the Boreads in mid-flight. The 
imperfect verbs σεῖον (220) and δονέοντο (223) represent the action as in progress, and the 
description of the Boreads’ entire figures, from winged feet to the hair on their heads, replete 
with details of color, light, and motion, creates the strong impression that the audience is viewing 
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the Boreads at a particular moment through the perspective of someone present to view them. 
Yet the narrative does not offer a focalizer or even a fixed setting for the image, in the absence of 
which the audience may supply the setting and context of the fabula, namely the arrival of the 
Boreads in Iolcus (211). When the narrator interjects that the Boreads—or their wings, or the act 
of flight itself—are “a great marvel to behold” (μέγα θάμβος ἰδέσθαι, 220), he both evokes the 
presence of unmentioned witnesses and draws attention to the visuality of the description and 
thus to his own narrative as the source of this visuality for the epic’s audience. The whole 
Catalogue entry thus presents a detached narrative with immersive elements as well as an 
immersive description with an element of detachment. The mixture is characteristic of the 
Argonautica on a large scale, as the alternation of immersive and detached narrative constitutes 
not only the texture and style but also a critical part of the narratee’s experience of the epic.  
Visualization encompasses a wide range of phenomena in the narratee’s experience of 
narrative; the analyses in this chapter represent only a sampling of these phenomena. Each of the 
chapter’s three remaining sections is devoted to exploring a different pattern of visualization, 
where the term “pattern” is used to designate a significant combination of thematic and 
visualizing elements in the narrative. The first pattern I discuss is defined by the combination of 
thematic marveling (wonder, astonishment, admiration) and visualizing elements including 
focalization, description, and θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι-type cues. The second pattern is defined by thematic 
and narrative “voyeurism” and visualizing strategies that isolate and objectify a character, 
frequently including focalization that imbues scenes in the narrative with an additional, erotic 
aspect. The third pattern involves the Argonautica’s geographical theme, which is elaborated 
throughout the epic with visualizing elements including description, focalization, and appeals to 
the narratee’s own geographical knowledge.  
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Pattern #1: Visualizing the Marvelous 
In this section, I explore the marveling theme in the Argonautica, focusing in particular 
on how the narrator visualizes “marvelous” scenes using vivid descriptions, an immersive 
narrative style, and other visual cues. The epic’s characters frequently pause to marvel at 
remarkable sights and occurrences, and the narrator frequently employs visualizing devices in 
order to turn his narratees into spectators of these same phenomena. This pattern of visualization 
is very prominent in the epic, highlighting Apollonius’ idiosyncratic vision of the heroic world. 
In this vision the mundane and the fantastic productively collide: the Argonauts are objects of 
wonder or admiration to the ordinary people of Iolcus (cf. 1.237-246), yet before long the heroes 
themselves become the ordinary human observers of things strange, exotic, divine, and 
astonishing. They become proxies for the epic audience to identify with as they make their 
voyage of autopsy with wonder as their frequent companion. As a result of this pattern, the 
narratee experiences wonder along with the Argonauts and other characters in the epic, and the 
narrative as a whole assumes the quality of a paradoxography, in which the unfolding story 
inevitably leads to new marvels for the narrator to elaborate and the narratee to admire.90 
The attitude of wonder is foregrounded as the epic gets underway: in the vivid description 
of the Boreads that marks the end of the catalogue (1.219-223; see above), and in the scene that 
follows where the Iolcians gaze at the heroes who “stood out like shining stars amidst the 
clouds” (οἱ δὲ φαεινοὶ | ἀστέρες ὣς νεφέεσσι μετέπρεπον, 239-240).91 At the same time, the 
Iolcian men’s pessimistic appraisal of the expedition’s prospects makes them an ironic model for 
                                                 
90 On paradoxography, accounts of (usually natural) wonders, see Zanker 1987, 118-119 for a brief discussion of the 
genre’s significance to the Alexandrian poets; for a general overview, see Schepens and Delcroix 1996. 
 
91 The programmatic first entry in the Catalogue, which describes Orpheus and his singing (1.23-34), introduces the 
closely related theme of enchantment (cf. θέλξαι, 27; θελγομένας, 31).  
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the narratee (242-246). The men find the heroes’ military might impressive but judge the voyage 
impossible (ἄπρηκτος, 246): their Thucydidean realism will be countered by the events of the 
fabula. Another instance of spectatorship complements this scene, when the gods and nymphs 
look on at the launch of the wonderful ship Argo (1.547-552; cf. ἐθάμβεον, 550), and the centaur 
Cheiron makes the journey to the shore to witness the occasion (553-558).92 As I observed about 
this scene in the dissertation’s Introduction, the marveling viewers offer both a focalizing 
perspective and an attitude for the narratee to assume and identify with. This visualizing pattern 
thus produces an effect of immersion in which the narratee is drawn into the world of the fabula 
as an onlooker. 
For the purposes of this analysis, I will focus on the marveling theme in passages that 
contain specific marveling vocabulary, in part to simplify the discussion, and in part because 
Apollonius employs this vocabulary strategically to develop a narrative situation in which the 
narratee shares in an experience within the fabula. Apollonius inherited his vocabulary of 
marveling from his predecessors going back to Homer, and poetic interest in the marvelous was 
high in the Hellenistic period.93 The clearest terms for the act are the verbs θαυμάζω and 
θαμβέω, while the cognate nouns θαῦμα and θάμβος are used as appositional descriptors of 
marvels. θάμβος is also used of the mental state of astonishment, the only usage found in Homer. 
Apollonius also twice uses περιθαμβής, an adjective not found earlier in surviving literature, to 
describe a subject in a state of astonishment. These five words occur 19 times altogether in the 
Argonautica (or once for about every 307 lines, though they are not evenly distributed). 
                                                 
92 The passage introducing Cheiron along with Chariclo and Achilles (1.553-558) illustrates a common variation of 
the marveling pattern in which the viewers themselves become the object of visualizing description. 
 
93 On Hellenistic interest in the marvelous (and Herodotus’ influence in this), see Priestley 2014, 51-108. 
 
89 
Apollonius frequently employs one or more of these terms in passages that also contain vivid 
description, as in the Catalogue passage introducing the Boreads (1.219-223, quoted above). 
 Although I will limit much of the discussion in this section to passages that feature the 
five θαυμ-/θαμβ- words, the sample might have been greatly enlarged with slightly broader 
criteria. Among the passages now excluded are some of the most fantastic images and episodes 
in the epic, and indeed, some natural subjects of paradoxography. Of the former category, the 
passage of the Argo through the Wandering Rocks (4.924-963) is a prime example. In this 
episode, Hephaestus, Hera, and Athena are present to witness as Thetis and the Nereids toss the 
Argo like a ball across the treacherous waters. The Argonauts themselves (apart, possibly, from 
Peleus) are not allowed to see or even to comment on this miraculous passage, and the divine 
viewers’ response to the sight is not to marvel. Yet this episode does employ the kinds of vivid 
description that elsewhere accompany thaumata. The scene’s divine audience, moreover, is 
familiar from the Argo’s launch (1.547-558), where marveling does take place (cf. ἐθάμβεον, 
550). I would suggest that Apollonius consistently visualizes scenes of a similarly fantastic 
nature following an essentially similar pattern of vivid description and focalization. 
The marveling pattern of visualization typically employs explicit focalization through one 
or more characters, drawing on the perspectives afforded by such characters to elaborate the 
narratee’s image of the marvel. Unsurprisingly, the most frequent marveling subjects are the 
Argonauts themselves, who as a result take on the roles of witnesses in a paradoxographical 
sight-seeing tour. The story of the Argonauts turns out to be a celebration not only of the deeds 
the heroes perform, but also of the marvels they witness. Their deeds are important enough as the 
catalyst of profound change in the physical and cultural landscapes they encounter; but the 
narrator also has an interest in the Argonauts’ experience as a testimony to the nature of the 
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primordial world and its marvels. The theme of witnessing (and marveling) thus plays out both 
through the inclusion in the epic of internal witnesses of the Argonauts and through the depiction 
of the Argonauts themselves as witnesses to phenomena of their world. In both cases, the 
narrator’s visualizing strategies enable the narratee to stand witness alongside the internal 
viewers. This manner of focalization is complemented by graphic descriptions and other visual 
cues, which add detail and immediacy and thus help to more closely approximate the firsthand 
visual experience of characters in the fabula. 
Marveling Viewers 
As I have suggested above, the narrator visualizes marvelous objects and events within 
the fabula by focalizing them through characters who experience the marvel firsthand. These 
marveling viewers embody the subjective process of responding to the marvel, and in doing so 
they stand as models for the narratee’s own subjective process of visualizing details of the 
narrative. On the one hand, the internal viewer models the perspective and the attitude with 
which the marvel is to be regarded; at the same time, the internal viewer may serve as an 
example of the marvel’s effect on those who regard it. In many cases, marvelous objects and 
events have an arresting effect on the viewer, who is typically shocked and silenced at the sight. 
Such moments of arrest are reproduced in the text by a dramatic slowing in the pace of the 
narrative as long passages are dedicated to a single, carefully-described moment or object. 
Accordingly, the marveling pattern is frequently associated with immersive narrative because of 
its tendency to draw the audience into the fabula and particularly into an arrested, vividly 
pictured scene.  
 The marvelous events witnessed by the Argonauts include unexpected meetings that 
mark significant points in the voyage: the arrivals of Acastus and Argus before the departure 
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(1.321-323), the meeting with the sons of Phrixus (2.1157-1158), and Medea’s unexpected 
desertion to the Argonauts (4.73-74). The Argonauts also witness fantastic marvels like the 
epiphany of Apollo Heoius (2.681), the ghostly epiphany of Sthenelus (2.921-922), and the 
gruesome death of Mopsus after he steps on and is bitten by a venomous snake (4.1527-1528). In 
these latter examples, the sight of the marvel adumbrates the construction of memorials to mark 
the event visibly for latter-day viewers. This is part of a broader pattern in the Argonautica 
whereby the Argonauts (or another character or characters) witness some memorable event or 
perform some memorable deed, which is often vividly described in the narrative; then, with the 
construction of the memorial or the appearance of other signs, the event as described in the 
narrative becomes embodied in some new object that transcends the temporal barrier between the 
fabula and narrative present. This connection between vision and aetiology will be explored at 
greater length in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. 
 The epiphany of Sthenelus (2.911-929), to choose just one of the passages mentioned 
above, is a typical example of the marveling pattern at work in the epic. The minor episode is 
one of a series of brief encounters populating the narrative/voyage between the more substantial 
episodes on the Acherousian headland and the island of Ares. The episode begins when the 
Argonauts behold (ἔδρακον, 2.911) the tomb of Sthenelus from their ship. After a brief 
digression explaining who Sthenelus was (911-914), the narrator employs a kind of double 
focalization in presenting the marvel (915-922): 
  οὐ μέν θην προτέρω ἔτ’ ἐμέτρεον· ἧκε γὰρ αὐτὴ  915 
Φερσεφόνη ψυχὴν πολυδάκρυον Ἀκτορίδαο 
λισσομένην τυτθόν περ ὁμήθεας ἄνδρας ἰδέσθαι. 
τύμβου δὲ στεφάνης ἐπιβὰς σκοπιάζετο νῆα, 
τοῖος ἐών, οἷος πόλεμόνδ’ ἴεν, ἀμφὶ δὲ καλὴ 
τετράφαλος φοίνικι λόφῳ ἐπελάμπετο πήληξ.  920 




[The heroes] traveled no further, for Persephone herself released the tearful soul 
of [Sthenelus] the son of Actor, because it was begging to see men of the same 
race even for a moment. And stepping upon the crown of his tomb he watched the 
ship, being such as he was when he went to war, and his beautiful helmet with its 
four purple crests shone all around. And then he sank again into the black gloom, 
and the heroes marveled as they looked on. 
 
After initially using the Argonauts’ perspective from the ship to focalize the tomb (911), the 
narrator then focalizes the scene through Sthenelus’ ghost at 915-917. The underworld itself is 
fittingly hidden through lack of description, yet the narrative conjures it in evoking the existence 
and desire of Sthenelus’ soul. Sthenelus begins to be visualized, and offers a visualizing 
perspective of his own, as he climbs his tomb (τύμβου δὲ στεφάνης ἐπιβὰς σκοπιάζετο νῆα, 918). 
At the same time as the narratee follows Sthenelus’ gaze out towards the ship and the heroes, the 
narrator clarifies an image of Sthenelus himself, standing atop his tomb, reflecting light from a 
magnificent helmet (919-920). The narrative thus includes details of the phantom’s movement 
and position, his appearance in armor, and the play of light around him. These details produce a 
quality of ἐναργεια that allows the narratee to pause, with the marveling Argonauts, to 
contemplate and visualize the image described. 
As the narrator has explained (912-914), Sthenelus was in life a companion of Herakles 
who followed him in his campaign against the Amazons, but died on this distant shore. His 
desire to see “men of his own race” (ὁμήθεας ἄνδρας, 917) highlights the connection between 
Herakles’ campaign and the voyage of the Argonauts, two foundational Greek enterprises into 
the Black Sea region. Much remains mysterious in the exchange of vision, replicating the 
Argonauts’ sense of wonder for the poem’s audience. The narrator says nothing to indicate 
precisely how the Argonauts understand what they see; whether they recognize Sthenelus as a 
Greek, as a companion of Herakles, or as Sthenelus. They pause to marvel (922), and, based on 
Mopsus’ divination of the sight, land to pay honors to the tomb (922-926). The passage thus 
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combines elements of immersion and detachment: the former because the narratee is drawn into 
the fabula as a spectator through the narrator’s use of focalization and description, the latter 
because the narrator’s identification of Sthenelus imposes his own broader mythographical 
perspective over the immediate experience of the fabula. 
The marveling pattern of visualization in the Argonautica is frequently tied, as it is here, 
to the irrational and the supernatural, as if to acknowledge that the Argonauts themselves could 
hardly believe their eyes at times. In these moments the Argonauts cease to be actors in the story, 
at least momentarily, and become witnesses to the marvels of a world that is far removed from 
the more mundane world of the narrator and his audience. Yet it is precisely by making the 
Argonauts witnesses that the narrator emphasizes that his audience, too, should look on with the 
heroes, as it were, and envision the phenomena that he describes vividly and carefully and 
focalizes through the characters. 
θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι 
 Whereas the previous section dealt primarily with the narrator’s use of focalization to 
visualize marvelous objects and events, I focus in this section on another typical feature of the 
marveling pattern, namely the θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι motif. In Homer, Hesiod, and the Homeric Hymns, 
the phrase θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι and a few variants are commonly used as narratorial interjections to 
mark the marvelous quality of (primarily) inanimate objects – arms and armor, architecture, and 
so on.94 In Apollonius, the phrase only appears in the expanded form μέγα θαῦμα περικτιόνεσσιν 
ἰδέσθαι (1.943). Elsewhere he prefers variants using θάμβος, a term used more rarely in Homer 
and other authors, and there only in phrases such as θάμβος δ’ ἔχεν εἰσορόωντας (Il. 3.342; 4.79; 
                                                 
94 The exception to prove the rule that only inanimate objects are described as thaumata is Pandora at Theogony 575, 




23.815; 24.482; Od. 3.372), which do not involve the narrator’s explicit judgment. Apollonius’ 
minor innovation in vocabulary is accompanied by more significant innovation in the range of 
contextual usages, extending the application of θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι-type phrases from inanimate 
objects to living beings and transitory events. At the same time, one effect of applying the θαῦμα 
ἰδέσθαι motif to animate beings and events is the crystallization or “objectification” of these 
being and events, which are thus distinguished as textual marvels to be admired by the epic’s 
audience no less than their counterparts within the fabula. I discuss this phenomenon further in 
Chapter 3, where I argue that Apollonius draws this parallel between the description of the 
Boreads in the catalogue (1.219-223; cf. μέγα θάμβος ἰδέσθαι, 220) and the description of their 
tomb near the end of Book 1 (1302-1309; cf. θάμβος περιώσιον ἀνδράσι λεύσσειν, 1307).  
 As a narratorial interjection, the θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι motif is an element of the detached mode 
of narrative, which leads the narratee to confront the fabula through the intermediating narrative 
rather than envision it directly. Since the motif is itself a visualizing cue that draws the narratee 
into the fabula as a spectator, however, the epic’s thaumata are frequently presented in a mixed 
narrative style. The narrator’s description of the earthborn men of Cyzicus offers an example of 
how the marveling pattern typically employs such a style (1.942-946): 
  καὶ τὸ μὲν ὑβρισταί τε καὶ ἄγριοι ἐνναίεσκον 
Γηγενέες, μέγα θαῦμα περικτιόνεσσιν ἰδέσθαι· 
ἓξ γὰρ ἑκάστῳ χεῖρες ὑπέρβιοι ἠερέθοντο, 
  αἱ μὲν ἀπὸ στιβαρῶν ὤμων δύο, ταὶ δ’ ὑπένερθεν  945 
τέσσαρες αἰνοτάτῃσιν ἐπὶ πλευρῇς ἀραρυῖαι. 
 
[The mountain] used to be inhabited by violent and savage earthborn men, a great 
marvel for their neighbors to behold. For six mighty arms hung on each, two from 
the shoulders, and the other four below fitted to their very dreadful sides. 
 
The description of the earthborn men follows on a description of the mountainous peninsula 
where they live (936-941), and the two passages together are part of the narrator’s introduction to 
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the major episode of Book 1 which takes place on the peninsula. The narrator is prominent in the 
narrative here, acting more like a travel writer than a rhapsode. The detailed description of the 
marvel thus occurs in the context of detached narrative, which thus invites the audience to 
imagine the present and past circumstances of Cyzicus simultaneously. 
 The description of the peninsula uses present tense verbs (ἔστι, 936; cf. 938, 940, 941), 
while the description of the earthborn men uses iterative imperfects (ἐνναίεσκον, 942; 
ἠερέθοντο, 944). The narrator thus highlights the temporal distance between his narration and the 
events of the fabula, but also the (literal) shared ground between the two ages. The particular 
formulation of “a great marvel for their neighbors to behold” (943) also marks the divide, while 
the anatomical description of 944-946 allows the epic audience to visualize the creatures and, to 
this limited extent, share in the experience of people who lived at the time to see them. 
Talos and Medea 
The potential self-consciousness of the marveling pattern in the Argonautica is strikingly 
displayed near the end of the epic, when the narrator relates his own sense of astonishment 
(θάμβος, 4.1673) at Medea’s magical attack against the bronze giant Talos (4.1638-1688). The 
narrator’s interruption marks the programmatic significance of this antepenultimate episode in 
the poem. As “the last of the bronze race” (1641-1642), Talos is both a remnant of a primordial 
age and a peculiarly literary monster who harks back to Hesiod’s myth of the five ages.95 
Medea’s magical destruction of Talos is thus a climactic moment in the Argo’s transformational 
voyage, and at the same time an allegory for confrontation with the literary past. The giant 
himself is among the most fantastic elements in the entire epic, and as such the narrator devotes a 
considerable amount of description of his physical being and his background (1641-1648). 
                                                 
95 On Talos as a remnant of a primordial age, see Clauss 2000.  
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Marveling language might easily be applied to Talos, but the Argonauts demonstrate that a 
different psychological response is in order: “though very much subdued by misery, in great 
terror (περιδδείσαντες) they at once thrust the ship away from shore with their oars” (1649-
1650). The act of marveling consistently involves a moment of stilled amazement. But the 
Argonauts are terrified. 
Medea is not. Now the stillness comes, as the Argonauts hold the ship offshore and await 
“whatever device [Medea] would unexpectedly perform” (δεδοκημένοι ἥν τινα ῥέξει | μῆτιν 
ἀνωίστως, 1660-1661). As the adverb ἀνωίστως suggests, Medea’s claim that she will subdue 
the bronze giant alone (μούνη γὰρ ὀίομαι ὔμμι δαμάσσειν | ἄνδρα τόν, 1654-1655) is paradoxon, 
the essence of the marvelous. The details of the scene are spare but vivid nonetheless (1661-
1672): 
                            ἡ δὲ πτύχα πορφυρέοιο 
προσχομένη πέπλοιο παρειάων ἑκάτερθεν 
βήσατ’ ἐπ’ ἰκριόφιν· χειρὸς δέ ἑ χειρὶ μεμαρπὼς 
Αἰσονίδης ἐκόμιζε διὰ κληῖδας ἰοῦσαν. 
ἔνθα δ’ ἀοιδῇσιν μειλίσσετο, μέλπε δὲ Κῆρας  1665 
θυμοβόρους, Ἀίδαο θοὰς κύνας, αἳ περὶ πᾶσαν 
ἠέρα δινεύουσαι ἐπὶ ζωοῖσιν ἄγονται. 
τὰς γουναζομένη τρὶς μὲν παρακέκλετ’ ἀοιδαῖς, 
τρὶς δὲ λιταῖς· θεμένη δὲ κακὸν νόον ἐχθοδοποῖσιν 
ὄμμασι χαλκείοιο Τάλω ἐμέγηρεν ὀπωπάς·   1670 
λευγαλέον δ’ ἐπὶ οἷ πρῖεν χόλον, ἐκ δ’ ἀίδηλα  
δείκηλα προΐαλλεν ἐπιζάφελον κοτέουσα. 
 
Medea drew a fold of her purple robe about her cheeks and mounted the deck. 
Jason, grasping her hand in his, led her on her way between the benches. There 
she propitiated with songs and hymned the heart-devouring Keres, the swift 
hounds of Hades, who whirl through every sky as they are driven against the 
living. Beseeching these, Medea summoned them three times with songs, three 
times with prayers. Setting her will to hostility, she bewitched the eyes of bronze 
Talos with her own hateful eyes. She gnashed her baneful wrath against him, and 




The selective visual minutiae represent the scene in almost imagistic fashion. The narrator shows 
Medea’s face partially veiled by her purple robe; he shows Medea take her place on the stern 
deck (ἐπ’ ἰκριόφιν, 1663), after Jason leads her by the hand between the rowing benches. Finally 
he shows Medea chanting, locking eyes with Talos, and sending forth – does ἐκ (1671) perhaps 
mean “from her eyes”? – “destructive images” or “phantoms” (ἀίδηλα δείκηλα).96 
 The passage also conveys some of the aural details of the scene. The narrator lays great 
emphasis on the quality of Medea’s voice: she “propitiates” or “soothes” (μειλίσσετο, 1665) 
“with songs” (ἀοιδῇσιν, 1665)97 and “hymns” (μέλπε, 1665) the Keres.98 As often in the 
Argonautica, particularly in contexts of songs and incantations, the narrative provides a vivid 
sense of the content, tone, and even rhythm of the unreported speech. The epithets and relative 
clause of lines 1666-1667 imitate the language of invocation, as do the rhythm of 1666 with its 
caesura and diaeresis and the anaphora τρὶς μέν...τρὶς δέ (1668-1669). This anaphora itself marks 
the different applications of Medea’s voice, as she summons the Keres, alternating between 
songs and (chanted or merely spoken) prayers. 
 In this passage, the marveling pattern is not explicitly marked by a viewer within the 
story – although the Argonauts’ apparent surprise at Medea’s unexpected behavior indicates that 
they, too, look on and marvel, as best they can in their rowing benches. Nor is it marked by an 
interjection of the θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι type, although the description of Talos may well evoke wonder 
                                                 
96 These “images” or “phantoms” may refer to the notion that the eyes emit particles, and that these emissions are 
the mechanism behind the “evil eye.” See Lovatt 2013, 328-334 for more on the evil eye and this scene.  
 
97 The object of μειλίσσετο is usually taken to be Κῆρας, supplied from the next clause, but Talos would also make 
good sense. A translation like “she made her voice soothing” might also be attractive, allowing for the double 
efficacy of Medea’s voice as she at once entrances Talos and summons the Keres.  Medea enchants the serpent of 
Ares by “calling on Sleep…in a sweet voice to enchant the monster” (4.145-147).  
 
98 The textual variant θέλγε for μέλπε would strengthen the thematic relationship between Medea and Orpheus, who 
also enchants with his songs (cf. 1.26-31). In the present context, the use of θέλγω would draw on the darker 
connotations of magic that “binds” and “draws” its objects to the will of the sorceress. 
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at such a being’s existence. The epic’s audience experiences the stillness and slowed-down time 
of psychological wonder through the slow unfolding of visual details, the quasi-mimetic 
description of Medea’s incantations, and in the dramatic delay of their sequel. It is at this 
moment of stillness between cause and consequence that the narrator names the psychological 
response that Medea’ sorcery and his own narration produce in himself (1673-1677): 
  Ζεῦ πάτερ, ἦ μέγα δή μοι ἐνὶ φρεσὶ θάμβος ἄηται, 
εἰ δὴ μὴ νούσοισι τυπῇσί τε μοῦνον ὄλεθρος 
ἀντιάει, καὶ δή τις ἀπόπροθεν ἄμμε χαλέπτει,  1675 
ὡς ὅ γε χάλκειός περ ἐὼν ὑπόειξε δαμῆναι 
Μηδείης βρίμῃ πολυφαρμάκου. 
 
Father Zeus, truly great astonishment rises in my mind, that destruction may 
approach not only by diseases and blows, and one may indeed harm us from far 
off, as Talos, though made of bronze, yielded in defeat to the might of Medea, 
skilled in many drugs.  
 
The narrator’s impassioned exclamation elevates this moment in the story and places it explicitly 
under the lens of his own contemporary perspective, a move that contrasts with the perspective 
of the Argonauts looking on; it breaks with the immersive mode of narration so far. The effect is 
to highlight the durability of the marvel, to elide the distinction between looking and marveling, 
on the one hand, and remembering and wondering. Moreover, the narrator’s formulation offers a 
universalizing interpretation of an unequivocally singular event – the destruction of Talos, the 
“last remaining of the bronze race of men born from ash trees” (1641-1642). The narrator’s 
universalizing move has the added consequence of creating sympathy for Talos, as if what the 
bronze giant suffers could equally befall anyone.  
The narrator’s perspective reverses what is naturally understood of the Argonauts: while 
the latter are terrified at the sight of Talos and saved from this terror by Medea, the sorceress is 
the one who astonishes the narrator. The narrator speaks as if he himself is momentarily rapt, 
powerless to proceed normally with the narration. The conceit produces a momentary identity 
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between the fabula and the narrative, as if the sensory experience of the former triggers the 
narrator’s psychological response. The marvel of Medea’s magical destruction of Talos is thus 
figured as an event that breaks the boundaries of narrative, retaining its power to astonish 
through the ages. This narrative dynamic is more typical of the Argonauts, whose actions in the 
fabula constantly produce aetiological σήματα which are themselves, implicitly or explicitly, 
marvelous to the people of latter days. Medea’s singular feat, by contrast, results in a singular 
narrative recognition, a kind of narrative σῆμα. The overarching pattern, in which the events of 
an immersive narrative are confirmed in a detached manner, remains the same. 
 
Pattern #2: Voyeuristic Visualization 
The Argonautica as a whole treats the Argonauts as a group with a common purpose and 
identity, and the majority of the epic focuses on their cooperative efforts and collective 
experience. In this section, however, I explore a pattern of voyeurism in the epic, in which the 
narrative instead centers on a solitary character and his or her private experience, often with 
erotic implications. For example, the beginning of Book 4 finds Medea in a pitch of private 
desperation as she faces the impending threat of punishment for her aid to Jason. After invoking 
the Muse to relate Medea’s “distress” (κάματον, 1) and “thoughts” (δήνεα, 1), the narrator 
depicts her experience in psychological and visual terms, as he has done throughout Book 3. Her 
eyes burn, her ears roar, and she clutches at her throat and hair (16-19); she bids an emotional 
farewell to her home (26-34); and she makes her way out of the palace and city disguised 
beneath her robe (35-53). The narrator takes particular care to emphasize Medea’s vulnerability 
and contrast it with her latent power. Two similes punctuate her flight and highlight her 
vulnerability: she “trembled, like a nimble fawn which the barking of dogs frightens” (τρέσσεν 
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δ’ ἠύτε τις κούφη κεμάς, ἥν τε βαθείης | τάρφεσιν ἐν ξυλόχοιο κυνῶν ἐφόβησεν ὁμοκλή, 12-13); 
and she leaves the palace like a recently enslaved woman unused to a cruel mistress (35-39). Yet 
she has her deadly drugs (20-25); she unbolts the doors of her room (or of the palace) with magic 
incantations as she flees (41-42); and, the narrator points out, her magical business with corpses 
and roots has often taken her outside the palace in the past (50-53), presumably also at night. 
Only her “paralyzing fear” (cf. τρομερῷ δ’ ὑπὸ δείματι, 53) now seems to cause a momentary 
hesitation. Finally, the newly-risen Moon spies Medea and privately vaunts over the sorceress 
(54-61): 
τὴν δὲ νέον Τιτηνὶς ἀνερχομένη περάτηθεν  
φοιταλέην ἐσιδοῦσα θεὰ ἐπεχήρατο Μήνη    55 
ἁρπαλέως, καὶ τοῖα μετὰ φρεσὶν ᾗσιν ἔειπεν  
  “οὐκ ἄρ’ ἐγὼ μούνη μετὰ Λάτμιον ἄντρον ἀλύσκω, 
οὐδ’ οἴη καλῷ περιδαίομαι Ἐνδυμίωνι. 
ἦ θαμὰ δὴ καὶ σεῖο, κύον, δολίῃσιν ἀοιδαῖς 
μνησαμένη φιλότητος, ἵνα σκοτίῃ ἐνὶ νυκτὶ   60 
φαρμάσσῃς εὔκηλος, ἅ τοι φίλα ἔργα τέτυκται.” 
 
The Titanian goddess Moon, as she was just coming up from the horizon, caught 
sight of Medea roaming and exulted over her greedily, and spoke these words in 
her mind: “Then I am not alone in fleeing to the Latmian cave, nor alone in 
burning for fair Endymion—often indeed reminded of my love by your crafty 
incantations, you bitch, in order that unperturbed in the dark night you might 
practice your drug-magic, the works which are dear to you.” 
 
The Moon’s speech casts Medea’s flight in the light of her previous activities as a sorceress, 
explicitly drawing attention to the almost paradoxical combination of power and vulnerability in 
her character. Thus the Moon fills in a focalizing role that has been prepared by the narrator and 
matches the audience’s privileged perspective of the scene—that is, where the audience alone 
had been privy to Medea’s flight, the Moon now appears as a voyeur within the fabula.99  
                                                 
99 This device, whereby an internal viewer enters the narrative after a description of the scene they behold, is 
common in the Argonautica: cf. the launch of the Argo (1.536-546) and the gods and nymphs as spectators of this 
scene (1.547-552), an arrangement which finds a dark reflection in the present scene of Medea’s flight. 
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The Argonautica features, and gives voyeuristic access to, a number of intimate moments 
like this. In an expanded version of this study, I will examine the epic’s presentation of Medea 
and her private experience in this regard. For my present purposes, however, I will focus on the 
episode of Herakles’ abandonment, which shares many characteristics with the parts of the epic 
focusing on Medea. Such moments are highly significant. In the terms of Apollonius’ narrative 
epistemology, they are moments that should not be accessible to a scholarly, mythographical 
narrative.100 This suggests an explanation for the narrator’s invocation of Erato in Books 3 and 4: 
it is the voyeuristic narrative of Medea’s intimate experience that most requires the Muse’s 
assistance. The considerable narrative differences between the epic’s first and second halves, 
which are reflected by the differing roles of the Muses in each half, reflect one of the poem’s 
vital tensions: between the communal undertaking of the Argonauts and its world-changing 
consequences, on the one hand, and the private experiences of certain characters. Although it is 
primarily Medea whose private experience unfolds in the narrative, particularly in Book 3, I will 
not undertake to analyze Medea’s role here. I leave this to a future chapter on gender and 
narrative to be written after this dissertation is complete. Still, there are briefer moments 
throughout the epic that build and sustain the tension just described, one of which I will discuss 
at length in this section. 
The voyeuristic pattern of visualization in the Argonautica highlights these moments of 
intimacy and vulnerability, leaving behind heroes and aitia and bringing into view solitary 
figures and their private experience of the world. The voyeuristic aspect of these scenes comes 
with visual and narrative isolation that creates an intense focus, an intense perceptual relationship 
between a hidden observer and the object of their attention. The observer may be internal to the 
                                                 
100 Cf. Od. 12.389-390, where Odysseus explains to his Phaeacian audience that he learned about events he was not 
privy to later from Calypso. See Scodel 2002, 79. 
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fabula, or the audience may occupy this role: frequently the narrator establishes a scene that is 
visible to the audience alone until a climactic moment in which a viewer in the fabula appears. 
Herakles and Hylas 
Although the great concentration of voyeuristic narrative is in Book 3, I focus my 
analysis in this section on the Mysian episode in Book 1 (1172-1272), where the visual style, the 
narrative devices, and the productive interaction between these features are all present. The 
episode centers around the abduction of Hylas (1207-1239), but far more consequential for the 
Argonauts is the resulting abandonment of Herakles (cf. 1273-1357). The abandonment was an 
established part of the Argonautic tradition, and from the moment the episode begins after the 
snapping of Herakles’ oar (1164-1171), the epic’s audience must suspect that the abandonment 
will take place during this episode.101 This expectation informs the voyeuristic aspect of the 
episode, as knowledge of tradition empowers the audience to become active “observers” eager to 
see the scene they know play out. At the same time, this quasi-erotic relationship between the 
audience and the story creates opportunities for the narrator to alternate between satisfying and 
thwarting the audiences’ expectations and desires.102  
The episode is formed by three vignette-like parts, as Herakles enters the wilderness to 
find a tree for an oar (1.1187-1206), Hylas goes to fetch water for their evening meal (1.1207-
1239), and Polyphemus and Herakles react to the boy’s abduction. The first part, Herakles’ 
errand, is painstakingly narrated in an immersive style. Departing alone, Herakles finds a fir tree, 
suitably free of branches and foliage, about as tall and broad as a poplar (1190-1193). He 
unburdens himself of his Heraklean attributes, removing his quiver, bow, and lionskin one by 
                                                 
101 For the tradition of Herakles’ abandonment, cf. Hdt. 7.193; Theoc. Id. 13.  
 
102 For a similar analysis of eroticism in Catullan narrative, see Fitzgerald 1992. 
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one (ῥίμφα δ’ ὀιστοδόκην μὲν ἐπὶ χθονὶ θῆκε φαρέτρην | αὐτοῖσιν τόξοισιν, ἔδυ δ’ ἀπὸ δέρμα 
λέοντος, 1194-1195). Left with only his club in hand, he strikes the tree to loosen it, and then 
with a mighty bear-hug lifts it from the ground (1196-1205). Then, picking up his arms once 
more, he turns to leave (1205b-1206). 
Herakles’ solitary excursion creates an unusual, almost eerie atmosphere that 
distinguishes it from much of the epic up to this point. Herakles has already been a focal point 
for the tension between the communal and the individual in the epic, as he remains apart from 
the crew on Lemnos (853-874), and initially acts apart to slay the Earthborn men among the 
Doliones (992-1002).103 Only in this episode is Herakles’ isolation from the crew total, as the 
rest of the Argonauts are left to sojourn uneventfully with the inhabitants of Mysia (1172-1186). 
Whereas the Lemnian episode is characterized by the narrator’s imposing presence, and the 
Dolionian episode, similarly, by numerous aetiologies, this vignette is distinguished by an 
unusually covert narrator, whose narration departs from the fabula only in a single simile (1201-
1205). The narrator’s silence creates an immersive, and even isolating, depiction of Herakles as 
he goes off alone. The audience watches alone, voyeuristically, with the quasi-erotic desire to see 
unfold the story they already know. For the audience expecting the abandonment, the vignette 
ends with an anticlimax as Herakles accomplishes his errand and prepares to rejoin the crew 
(δέρμα θ’ ἑλὼν ῥόπαλόν τε παλίσσυτος ὦρτο νέεσθαι, 1.1206). 
 The second vignette of the episode turns from the quasi-erotic to the explicitly erotic, as 
Hylas, Herakles’ youthful eromenos, departs in search of a spring, where he will be abducted by 
                                                 
103 The self-sufficiency of Herakles is precisely the thematic justification for his abandonment and is emphasized by 
this vignette as well as in the preceding episodes. Cf. Feeney 1986; Clauss 1993; Hunter 1993. 
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a nymph.104 His departure mirrors Herakles’ solitary movement, and the vignette is pointedly 
simultaneous with Herakles’ errand (cf. τόφρα, 1207; ὥς κέ οἱ…φθαίη, 1208-1209; ὀτραλέως 
κατὰ κόσμον ἐπαρτίσσειεν ἰόντι, 1210).105 Yet the scene is elaborated in a substantially different 
narrative style: no sooner does it begin than it is interrupted by a lengthy digression (1211-1220): 
  δὴ γάρ μιν τοίοισιν ἐν ἤθεσιν αὐτὸς ἔφερβεν, 
νηπίαχον τὰ πρῶτα δόμων ἐκ πατρὸς ἀπούρας, 
δίου Θειοδάμαντος, ὃν ἐν Δρυόπεσσιν ἔπεφνεν 
νηλειῶς βοὸς ἀμφὶ γεωμόρου ἀντιόωντα. 
ἤτοι ὁ μὲν νειοῖο γύας τέμνεσκεν ἀρότρῳ  1215 
Θειοδάμας ἀνίῃ βεβολημένος· αὐτὰρ ὁ τόν γε 
βοῦν ἀρότην ἤνωγε παρασχέμεν οὐκ ἐθέλοντα. 
ἵετο γὰρ πρόφασιν πολέμου Δρυόπεσσι βαλέσθαι 
λευγαλέην, ἐπεὶ οὔ τι δίκης ἀλέγοντες ἔναιον. 
ἀλλὰ τὰ μὲν τηλοῦ κεν ἀποπλάγξειεν ἀοιδῆς. 1220 
 
For indeed Herakles himself raised him in such habits, since first he took him as 
an infant from the house of his father, noble Theiodamas, whom Herakles slew 
pitilessly among the Dryopians when he opposed him over a ploughing ox. Well, 
Theiodamas was cutting tracts of fallow land with the plow, stricken with grief, 
but Herakles bade him to hand over the ploughing ox against his will, for he 
desired to create a wretched pretext for war against the Dryopians, since they 
lived in no way heeding justice. But those things would divert me far from my 
song. 
 
After the immersive vignette with Herakles and the start of a second vignette that presents the 
audience with a very well-known outcome, the narrator suddenly interrupts the narrative to relate 
Hylas’ background. As if pursuing a scholarly drive to explain each step of the myth, the 
digression proceeds in reverse chronological order until the narrator self-consciously breaks off 
(ἀλλὰ τὰ μὲν τηλοῦ κεν ἀποπλάγξειεν ἀοιδῆς, 1220).106 The result is a highly mannered, 
                                                 
104 Some scholars have held that Apollonius does not represent Hylas as Herakles’ eromenos, but merely as his 
“page or soldier-servant” (Gow 1965, 231). Heather White (1979, 63-70) correctly identifies the wealth of subtext in 
support of the opposite claim. 
 
105 See Danek 2009 on the limits of simultaneous narrative in Homer; Scodel 2008. 
 
106 This digression on the relationship of Herakles and Hylas corresponds to a digression with the same starting 
point, but otherwise of a somewhat different character, in Id. 13. 
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detached moment in the narrative. At the same time, the digression itself is teasing. Lines 1212-
1219a seem to emphasize the pathos of Theiodamas’ story: his “infant” son is taken away 
(νηπίαχον, 1212), Herakles slays him “pitilessly” (νηλειῶς, 1214) when he is, for reasons 
unexplained, already “stricken with grief” (ἀνίῃ βεβολημένος, 1216). Moreover, Herakles’ 
violence stems from Theidoamas’ refusal to meet Herakles’ groundless demand (1217), an 
apparently arbitrary demand designed “to create a wretched pretext for war against the 
Dryopians” (1219-1220a). The final explanatory addition (“since they lived in no way heeding 
justice”) seems deliberately paradoxical in this context and should perhaps be taken as an 
instance of un-signaled focalization – Heraklean logic.107  
After calling himself back to the song at hand, the narrator continues to make his 
presence felt, noting immediately that Hylas’ spring is known and has a name in current use 
(αἶψα δ’ ὅ γε κρήνην μετεκίαθεν, ἣν καλέουσιν | Πηγὰς ἀγχίγυοι περιναιέται, 1221-1222). Even 
then, the narrative does not remain focused on Hylas, as it had done in the previous vignette with 
Herakles. Instead, a second brief digression begins (1222-1225): 
          οἱ δέ που ἄρτι 
νυμφάων ἵσταντο χοροί· μέλε γάρ σφισι πάσαις, 
ὅσσαι κεῖσ’ ἐρατὸν νύμφαι ῥίον ἀμφενέμοντο, 
  Ἄρτεμιν ἐννυχίῃσιν ἀεὶ μέλπεσθαι ἀοιδαῖς.   1225 
 
Just then, evidently, choruses of nymphs were forming, for it was incumbent on 
all of the nymphs who dwelt around the lovely peak there always to hymn 
Artemis with nighttime songs. 
 
Without completely leaving the fabula, the narrator introduces several elements of detachment: 
the relative clause indicating the contemporary name of Hylas’ spring (1221-1222); the particle 
που (1222) indicating the narrator’s inference as to why the nymphs were active during Hylas’ 
                                                 
107 The meeting of Herakles and Theiodamas is treated in Callimachus’ Aetia (fr. 24 Pfeiffer), where the remnants of 
the text appear much more favorable to Herakles. There it is clear that, as the scholiast on the present passage 
explains, Herakles demands the ox out of need, in order to feed his own infant son. 
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trip;108 finally, the explanatory γάρ clause (1223-1225), which constitutes the actual digression 
from fabula-time. Yet, as an introduction to the congregation of nymphs described in the 
following lines (1226-1227), the digression increases the depth of setting in the fabula and alerts 
the audience to the hidden danger in Hylas’ situation: Hylas has unwittingly intruded on holy 
space belonging to Artemis.109 The image of nymphs of mountaintops, caves (or torrents), and 
woods moving in procession (αἱ μέν, ὅσαι σκοπιὰς ὀρέων λάχον ἢ καὶ ἐναύλους, | αἵ γε μὲν 
ὑλήωροι ἀπόπροθεν ἐστιχόωντο, 1226-1227) suggests a lively invisible world made visible to 
the audience alone.  
The narrator thus isolates Hylas in a position of erotic vulnerability, much as the 
appearance of the Moon does to Medea during her flight (4.54-61). Although the congregation of 
nymphs is introduced as a background to Hylas’ movement, this background becomes first 
foreground as the narrator elaborates on the procession, and finally even the source of a 
focalizing perspective. A final nymph emerges from the spring, invisible to Hylas but herself 
captivated at the sight of him (1228-1239): 
 ἡ δὲ νέον κρήνης ἀνεδύετο καλλινάοιο 
νύμφη ἐφυδατίη. τὸν δὲ σχεδὸν εἰσενόησεν 
 κάλλεϊ καὶ γλυκερῇσιν ἐρευθόμενον χαρίτεσσιν·  1230 
πρὸς γάρ οἱ διχόμηνις ἀπ’ αἰθέρος αὐγάζουσα 
βάλλε σεληναίη. τῆς δὲ φρένας ἐπτοίησεν 
Κύπρις, ἀμηχανίῃ δὲ μόλις συναγείρατο θυμόν. 
αὐτὰρ ὅ γ’ ὡς τὰ πρῶτα ῥόῳ ἔνι κάλπιν ἔρεισεν 
λέχρις ἐπιχριμφθείς, περὶ δ’ ἄσπετον ἔβραχεν ὕδωρ  1235 
χαλκὸν ἐς ἠχήεντα φορεύμενον, αὐτίκα δ’ ἥ γε 
λαιὸν μὲν καθύπερθεν ἐπ’ αὐχένος ἄνθετο πῆχυν 
κύσσαι ἐπιθύουσα τέρεν στόμα, δεξιτερῇ δὲ 
ἀγκῶν’ ἔσπασε χειρί· μέσῃ δ’ ἐνὶ κάββαλε δίνῃ. 
 
Another nymph was just emerging from the fair-flowing spring, a nymph of the 
water. And she noticed Hylas nearby, blushing with beauty and sweet charms, for 
                                                 
108 See Cuypers 2005, 41-45 on the use of που in Apollonius. 
 
109 For Artemis in Mysia, cf. Callim. H. 3.116-118. 
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shining upon him from the sky, the full moon was striking him. Kypris 
confounded her wits, and in her helplessness she could scarcely collect her breath. 
But as soon as he approached, leaning on his side, and dipped the pitcher in the 
stream, and the water resounded indescribably as it flowed into the echoing 
bronze, at once she stretched her left arm over his neck, yearning to kiss his 
tender mouth, and with her right hand she pulled at the bend of his arm and cast 
him into the midst of the eddying water. 
 
The water nymph’s focalizing presence contrasts with the heavy narratorial presence in the 
preceding lines and in the longer digression about Hylas’ upbringing. The contrast with the 
Herakles vignette, which featured elaborate visual detail but no overt focalizer, is more subtle: 
there the careful, sustained focus on Herakles allows the audience to view the scene with 
minimal (overt) narrative disturbance. In the case of Hylas and the nymph, the audience’s desire 
to watch Hylas is frustrated by digressions and detached narrative until just before the moment of 
the rape. In this way the audience is made to identify with the water nymph as she unexpectedly 
“notices” Hylas (εἰσενόησεν, 1229) and experiences a surge of erotic desire (1232-1233). The 
visual details are first more evocative than descriptive—the nymph notices Hylas’ blushing 
beauty (κάλλεϊ καὶ γλυκερῇσιν ἐρευθόμενον χαρίτεσσιν, 1230) and the gleam of moonlight 
striking his body (1231-1232).110 As Hylas draws closer, and the nymph acts on her desire, the 
narrator satisfies the audience, too, in the scene’s vividly drawn conclusion.  
The two vignettes are both parallel and opposed to one another. In the quasi-erotic 
vignette of Herakles’ errand, the narrator’s unusually consistent use of an immersive narrative 
style renders the audience a hidden observer of the scene. In the Hylas vignette, a detached style 
initially frustrates visualization, until the water nymph’s focalization enables an explicitly erotic 
viewing of the boy. In both scenes, the audience’s expectations for the well-known myth involve 
an additional eroticism in the narrative: the learned audience is aware that Herakles is soon to be 
                                                 
110 Cf. Phinney 1967, 146 on Apollonius’ fondness for “describing red or rose suffused over a white background.” 
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abandoned, but they do not know exactly how or when it will happen. As Herakles performs his 
errand without incident, the audience is teased with anticipation, but their satisfaction is delayed. 
When Hylas then appears, for the first time in the epic after the catalogue (1.131-132), the 
audience’s new narrative expectation—that Hylas will be abducted and then Herakles will be 
abandoned—is momentarily frustrated with a shift in narrative style, to be satisfied in 
synchronization with the nymph’s eros. The narrator plays one final game with the audience, as 
the next line in the poem seems to set in motion the long-anticipated outcome, Herakles’ final 
separation from and abandonment by the Argonauts (1240): 
τοῦ δ’ ἥρως ἰάχοντος ἐπέκλυεν οἶος ἑταίρων 
Τhe hero, alone of the comrades, heard the boy’s cry 
but the enjambment (Εἰλατίδης Πολύφημος, 1241) reveals that it is not Herakles who hears 
Hylas, but Polyphemus, who himself has been eagerly awaiting Herakles’ arrival (δέκτο γὰρ 
Ἡρακλῆα πελώριον, ὁππόθ’ ἵκοιτο, 1242). The narrator spends 12 lines on Polyphemus before 
Herakles reappears (1253). The lengthy simile describing Polyphemus’ distress at Hylas’ cry 
(1243-1249) foreshadows and “spoils” the simile with which Herakles exits the poem (1265-
1272)—that is, it gives away the ending too soon. But the desired outcome is finally 
accomplished, and Herakles, Hylas, and Polyphemus are each isolated in the narrative before 
their final separation from the group of Argonauts. 
 The episode of Hylas’ abduction and Herakles’ abandonment demonstrates how 
Apollonius employs visualizing strategies in a way that productively interacts with the dynamics 
of his narrative.  Through the voyeuristic pattern, in particular, the narrator uses immersive 
strategies including description and focalization to visualize the characters who stand apart from 
the Argonauts’ unified group. At the same time, the narrator also employs elements of 
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detachment to delay satisfaction of audience expectations. These strategies are more fully 
developed in Book 3, where Medea’s private experience constitutes a substantial part of the plot. 
Yet Apollonius’ treatment of Herakles and Hylas prefigures his treatment of Medea. 
 
Pattern #3: Viewer and Landscape 
The final pattern of visualization I will discuss centers around the Argonautica’s 
geographical theme. Apollonius signals the importance of this theme at the end of his proem, 
where the narrator identifies the heroes’ “pathways on the vast sea” (δολιχῆς τε πόρους ἁλός, 
1.21) as one of three principal components of his song along with “the lineages and names of the 
heroes” (γενεήν τε καὶ οὔνομα...ἡρώων, 20-21) and “all they did as they wandered” (ὅσσα τ’ 
ἔρεξαν | πλαζόμενοι, 21-22). Like the precise roster of the ship’s crew, the route of the Argo was 
a topic of considerable debate in antiquity.111 Apollonius would certainly have had several 
versions available to him, particularly for the return route, and the route he selected thus 
constitutes one of his most salient poetic choices. The narrator, however, makes little or nothing 
of the rejected possibilities, at least overtly.112 He regards the route as a matter of 
historiographical certainty, because the evidence of the Argo’s passing is everywhere to behold: 
in geonyms, in shrines and tombs, and other σήματα. Indeed, one of the narrator’s principal 
means of visualizing the voyage of the Argo is through detailed attention to such cultural 
landmarks, which the narrative implies are familiar to the latter-day narratee. Yet the narrator 
                                                 
111 For the geographical theme in the Argonautica, see Delage 1930; Thalmann 2011. For the debate surrounding the 
Argo’s route, see especially Hunter 2015, 7-14. 
 
112 Certain passages in the Argonautica might be interpreted as tacit allusions to paths taken in other traditions of the 
voyage: in Book 4, for example, when the Argonauts almost go the wrong way (up the Rhine, leading to the 
northernmost branch of Ocean and certain doom), but Hera stops them (4.627-644).  
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also presents the geography of the voyage from the perspective of characters in the fabula, 
employing focalization and description in order to present their experience in visualizable detail. 
Those parts of the Argonautica which relate the “pathways” of the Argo are easy for 
modern scholars to ignore in favor of the more dramatic episodes on land, yet they are vital to 
the narrator’s conception of the epic. On the one hand, the voyage is the thread that weaves 
together all the adventures of the Argonauts. At the same time, the geographical movement of 
the epic provides the narrator with a line from and to which he may repeatedly digress and 
return. The Argo’s voyage is a voyage of autopsy, in which the Argonauts’ perceptual experience 
of lands, peoples, and other sights on their way merits remembrance no less than deeds of 
derring-do. At another level, the narrative of the voyage functions as a setting to display a vast 
collection of knowledge ranging from the mythopoetic to the ethnographic – subjects extraneous 
to the fabula which nonetheless introduce a considerable array of visualizable details into the 
poem. Thus, the geographical pattern of visualization tends to blend the world of the fabula with 
the world shared by the narrator and narratee: it relies both on the diachronic identity of the past 
and present world and on the contrasts between the fabula-world and narration-world considered 
disjunctively. 
Apollonius’ descriptions of the voyage of the Argo are indebted to the Greek περίπλους 
tradition. Comparison with the Periplus of Pseudo-Scylax, a surviving example of the tradition 
that may predate the Argonautica by as much as a century, demonstrates this influence. Like 
Apollonius’ epic, Pseudo-Scylax’s “voyage around” the Mediterranean and Black Seas begins 
and ends in the same place, namely at the Pillars of Herakles (cf. [Scyl.] 2.1, 4.7). The voyage of 
the Argo likewise begins from the harbor of Pagasae and ends abruptly with the heroes’ return 
(1.524-525, 4.1781). Furthermore, Pseudo-Scylax and Apollonius identify many of the same 
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tribes, cities, and geographical features in the overlapping portions of their respective voyages.113 
The Periplus bears no literary pretensions, however, and features no extraordinary visualization 
of the geography it describes; a focalizing presence is only occasionally suggested by a dative 
participle (e.g. [Scyl.] 3.24). Apollonius adapts the periplus form to his own purposes, using the 
voyage as a setting to interweave the perspectives of characters in the fabula with those of the 
narrator and his later age. That is to say, the narrator visualizes the physical environments in 
which the Argonauts move, but also much that is temporally removed from the heroes’ 
experience. Although the Argonauts are among the first Greeks to behold the Black Sea region, 
they are not the beginning or end of history: the narrator’s tour populates the narrative of their 
voyage with mythical recollections from primordial times, and with historical recollections and 
scientific observations from more recent times. 
Transitional Passages 
 Between every stopover on land, the narrator describes the geographical and cultural 
landmarks that define the path of the Argo from harbor to harbor.114 The narrator generally 
focalizes these landmarks through the Argonauts, effectively inserting the heroes as subjects into 
a periplus that binds the episodic epic together. Sometimes the narrator offers other perspectives: 
that of an onlooker within the fabula, or the scholarly perspective of contemporary geographical 
knowledge. After the Argonauts set to the work of sailing (1.519-579), the narrator turns his 
attention to the route that takes them from Pagasae to Lemnos (580-608). The landscape is first 
visualized passively as it “appears” (φαίνω) and “sinks” (δύνω) from view while the Argonauts 
follow their course (580-585): 
                                                 
113 Cf. [Scyl.] 3.12-19 with Arg. 2.1000-1029, 1242-1280. 
 
114 The transitional passages in Books 1 and 2 are Arg. 1.559-608, 910-935, 1153-1171, 1358-1362, 2.164-177, 648-
668, 720-751, 899-1032, 1228-1285. In Book 4, the voyage itself is far more central to the narrative. 
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  αὐτίκα δ’ ἠερίη πολυλήιος αἶα Πελασγῶν  580 
δύετο, Πηλιάδας δὲ παρεξήμειβον ἐρίπνας 
αἰὲν ἐπιπροθέοντες, ἔδυνε δὲ Σηπιὰς ἄκρη· 
φαίνετο δ’ εἰναλίη Σκίαθος, φαίνοντο δ’ ἄπωθεν 
Πειρεσιαὶ Μάγνησσά θ’ ὑπεύδιος ἠπείροιο 
ἀκτὴ καὶ τύμβος Δολοπήιος.    585 
 
Soon the misty, grain-rich land of the Pelasgians sank from view, and as they sped 
ever forth they passed alongside the crags of Pelion, and the Sepian headland sank 
from view. Sciathus appeared on the sea, and in the distance appeared Peiresiae, 
and the calm Magnesian coast of the mainland, and the tomb of Dolops. 
 
After the heroes stop at the tomb of Dolops—and thus lend the headland a name (τὴν δ’ ἀκτὴν 
Ἀφέτας Ἀργοῦς ἔτι κικλήσκουσιν, 591)—the narrator presents the next leg of the voyage 
explicitly through the Argonauts’ perspective (592-598): 
  ἔνθεν δὲ προτέρωσε παρεξέθεον Μελίβοιαν, 
ἀκτήν τ’ αἰγιαλόν τε δυσήνεμον εἰσορόωντες· 
ἠῶθεν δ’ Ὁμόλην αὐτοσχεδὸν εἰσορόωντες 
πόντῳ κεκλιμένην παρεμέτρεον· οὐδ’ ἔτι δηρὸν  595 
μέλλον ὑπὲκ ποταμοῖο βαλεῖν Ἀμύροιο ῥέεθρα. 
κεῖθεν δ’ Εὐρυμένας τε πολυκλύστους τε φάραγγας 
Ὄσσης Οὐλύμποιό τ’ ἐσέδρακον. 
   
From there they sped further on past Meliboea, looking upon its coast and stormy 
beach. At dawn they immediately saw Homole and traveled past where it slopes 
into the sea. Nor did they take much longer to pass beyond the streams of the river 
Amyrus. From there they caught sight of Eurymenae and the sea-beaten ravines of 
Ossa and Olympus. 
 
The focalization through the Argonauts masks a double referentiality in these passages. The 
narrator is describing the geographical features seen by the Argonauts, but he is also describing 
the geography known to his age. The process of visual identification with the Argonauts, of 
imagining what they see, becomes identical to a process of locating them in the present world. 
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 The process of visualizing geography, or rather geographical movement, is actually 
envisaged in the Argonautica itself. A simile highlights the speed with which Athena can move 
from heaven to a distant location on earth (2.541-548):115 
  ὡς δ’ ὅτε τις πάτρηθεν ἀλώμενος—οἷά τε πολλὰ 
πλαζόμεθ’ ἄνθρωποι τετληότες—οὐδέ τις αἶα 
τηλουρός, πᾶσαι δὲ κατόψιοί εἰσι κέλευθοι, 
σφωιτέρους δ’ ἐνόησε δόμους, ἄμυδις δὲ κέλευθος 
ὑγρή τε τραφερή τ’ ἰνδάλλεται, ἄλλοτε δ’ ἄλλῃ  545 
ὀξέα πορφύρων ἐπιμαίεται ὀφθαλμοῖσιν· 
ὣς ἄρα καρπαλίμως κούρη Διὸς ἀίξασα 
θῆκεν ἐπ’ ἀξείνοιο πόδας Θυνηίδος ἀκτῆς. 
 
As when a man wanders from his country—as we mortals often wander when we 
have endured hardship—nor is any land distant, but all paths are visible, and he 
imagines his own home, and his path on the water and on dry land appears all at 
once, and pondering intensely he seeks now one way, now another with his eyes: 
so swiftly did Zeus’ daughter dart and set her feet upon the inhospitable Thynian 
shore. 
 
As the Argonauts too “wander from their country,” the Argonautica provides the cues for its 
audience to follow the ship’s path with their eyes. The narrator’s universalizing aside within the 
simile—“as we mortals often wander when we have endured hardship” (541-442)—helps to 
establish the fact of the Argonauts’ voyage, at least, as a definitively human experience that 
bridges the distance between the heroic age and the present.116 By defining the landscapes of the 
voyage with such care, the narrator also consciously places the heroes in the same world that 
exists for himself and his audience. 
No less important to the epic’s overall program than the geography are the digressions 
that very frequently depend on the geography as their starting point. There is a remarkable 
                                                 
115 Apollonius’ simile is based on Il. 15.80-83. 
 
116 The narrator displays similar “universalizing” sentiments elsewhere in the epic: e.g. at 1.82-85, when the narrator 
remarks that Mopsus’ and Canthus’ death in Libya shows that “there is no evil too distant for mortals to meet”; cf. 
also 4.1165-1167, where Jason and Medea’s rushed wedding is emblematic of the mixed fortune allotted to “us 
tribes of suffering mortals” (1165). 
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concentration of such digressions in the span of the voyage between the Mariandynians and the 
island of Ares (2.899-1029). One type of digression elaborates the divine history of the world, 
frequently returning to a primordial time when the order of Zeus was just beginning or not yet 
established. In the following example, the digression relates to Dionysus and his world travels, 
after the beginning of Zeus’ reign but still primal in relation to the Argonauts (2.904-910):117 
 ὦκα δὲ Καλλιχόροιο παρὰ προχοὰς ποταμοῖο 
ἤλυθον, ἔνθ’ ἐνέπουσι Διὸς Νυσήιον υἷα,   905 
Ἰνδῶν ἡνίκα φῦλα λιπὼν κατενάσσατο Θήβας, 
ὀργιάσαι στῆσαί τε χοροὺς ἄντροιο πάροιθεν, 
ᾧ ἐν ἀμειδήτους ἁγίας ηὐλίζετο νύκτας, 
ἐξ οὗ Καλλίχορον ποταμὸν περιναιετάοντες 
ἠδὲ καὶ Αὔλιον ἄντρον ἐπωνυμίην καλέουσιν.  910 
 
[The Argonauts] swiftly came past the mouth of the Callichorus river, where they 
say Zeus’ Nysaean son, when he had left the tribes of Indians and settled in 
Thebes, celebrated his mysteries and established choruses in front of the cave in 
which he spent unsmiling, holy nights. Thence the neighboring peoples call the 
river Callichorus and the cave Aulion as significant names. 
 
Other significant digressions in this section of the epic are geographical and ethnographical. 
When the Argonauts land temporarily in Amazonian territory (2.964-971), the narrator pauses to 
give an extended description of the Thermodon river (2.972-984), for “no other river is like that 
one” (τῷ δ’ οὔ τις ποταμῶν ἐναλίγκιος, 972). The Argonauts experience none of the river’s 
idiosyncrasies. Similarly, when they pass the territory of the Chalybes, the Tibarenians, and the 
Mossynoecians (2.1000-1029), the narrator’s present-tense ethnographies sunder the heroes’ 
experience (or lack of it) from that of the audience. 
By leaving the heroes behind, the narrator follows a counter tendency to the one that 
makes audience and Argonaut experience the voyage together. Whereas focalization through the 
Argonauts creates an immersive effect in which the audience’s process of forming a mental 
                                                 
117 Other examples include the digression about Zeus and Sinope (2.946-954); Cronus and Philyra (2.1231-1241). 
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image coalesces with the heroes’ visual perspective, the digressive narrations detach the 
audience from this identification. Visualization does not necessarily cease in these moments; 
rather, the digressions produce images that exist for the audience alongside images of the 
Argonauts. The past comings and goings of gods and heroes (Phrixus, Herakles, etc.) populate 
the landscapes of the Argo’s voyage like ghosts. At the same time, the narrator makes the 
audience aware of how much of the Argonauts’ world persists in their own. 
Phineus’ prophecy and the Colchian tablets 
 Phineus’ prophecy (2.311-407) offers the Argonauts and the epic audience alike a 
glimpse of the voyage ahead. The seer instructs the heroes in how they may proceed in 
accordance with the will of the gods, yet he also offers a remarkably detailed description of the 
geography of the Black Sea. This raises a question to which the narrative provides no ready 
answer: to what extent is Phineus’ geography itself divinatory?  
The relevant passages suggest that the itinerary itself may be a revelation to the 
Argonauts. Greeks have, at least, heard of Aeetes and Colchis (cf. 1.174-175, 244-245) and 
apparently know that Phrixus arrived there with the golden ram. Beyond this, there is nothing to 
suggest that the Argonauts know more of the Black Sea than Medea knows of the Mediterranean 
(cf. 3.1060-1062, 1071-1074). Earlier travel between the regions of the Black Sea and the 
Mediterranean is regarded as having been exceptional and apparently never by sea.118 This is 
implied at the very outset of the voyage by the skepticism of the Iolcian men, who declare that 
the assembled heroes “could destroy the house of Aeetes in one day with deadly fire” (1.244-
245), but unfortunately “the voyage cannot be escaped, and the toil is impossible for those 
                                                 
118 Herakles has previously traveled at least as far as the Amazons, apparently by land (cf. 2.911-914, 955-957, 966-
969); Aeetes has visited Circe in Italy using the chariot of the sun (3.307-313); and Phrixus made it on the back of 
the golden ram from Orchomenos to Aea. How Phrixus and the ram avoided the Clashing Rocks – whether the ram 
flew, or they bypassed the hazard on land – is never revealed. 
 
116 
going” (246). It is established more conclusively by the fact that the Argo’s passage through the 
Clashing Rocks fixes them in place (cf. 2.604-606), suggesting it is the first ship to pass through. 
In this sense, at least, the sea-routes beyond Bithynia are uncharted territories.119 
The revelatory nature of the blind seer’s itinerary is highlighted by his use of verbs of 
seeing, which bookend his description of the voyage: 
πέτρας μὲν πάμπρωτον ἀφορμηθέντες ἐμεῖο 
Κυανέας ὄψεσθε δύω ἁλὸς ἐν ξυνοχῇσιν  (2.317-318) 
   
As soon as you set out from me, you will see the two Cyanean rocks in the 
narrows of the sea. 
 
κείνου νῆ’ ἐλάοντες ἐπὶ προχοὰς ποταμοῖο, 
πύργους εἰσόψεσθε Κυταιέος Αἰήταο, 
ἄλσος τε σκιόειν Ἄρεος.     (2.402-404) 
 
After driving your ship up the mouth of that river, you will look upon the towers 
of Cytaean Aeetes and the shady grove of Ares. 
 
Like the narrator, Phineus describes the Argo’s future path with reference to visible landmarks as 
well as named locales and tribes. The Argonauts thus listen to a prophecy that not only directs 
their progress but makes it actually possible to reach a destination they have only heard of, one 
that lies “at the ends of the Pontus and of the earth” (Πόντου καὶ γαίης ἐπικέκλιται ἐσχατιῇσιν, 
418). For the epic audience, however, Phineus’ geography is not divinatory: it resembles the 
narrator’s geography, which in turn resembles the geographical texts that circulated in their own 
time.  
 In a loosely responding passage in the epic’s second half, by contrast, the Phrixid Argus 
recalls geographical knowledge from a past age (4.257-293). Argus tells the Argonauts of 
“another sea route” (πλόος ἄλλος, 4.259) which “priests of the immortals who are descended 
                                                 
119 Phineus’ prophetic itinerary is deeply indebted to Circe’s directions guiding Odysseus to the underworld (Od. 
10.488-540) as well as to Tiresias’ prophecy (Od. 11.92-137), which is substantially repeated by Circe upon 
Odysseus’ return (Od. 12.37-141). See Scherer 2006, 139-140.  
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from Tritonian Thebe” first revealed (259-260). Argus goes on to explain that in the distant past 
an Egyptian king founded Aea, among many other cities (272-278). The Egyptian colonists 
retain the ancient knowledge of the Egyptian priests (279-281): 
  οἳ δή τοι γραπτῦς πατέρων ἕθεν εἰρύονται, 
κύρβιας, οἷς ἔνι πᾶσαι ὁδοὶ καὶ πείρατ’ ἔασιν  280 
ὑγρῆς τε τραφερῆς τε πέριξ ἐπινισσομένοισιν. 
 
The colonists, you know, preserve their fathers’ writings—tablets, on which are 
all the ways and boundaries of both sea and land for those who travel around 
them.  
 
Argus’ explanation of the extreme age of the knowledge he imparts involves a sort of revisionary 
world geography: it dates back to a time when “not yet did all the constellations exist…nor yet 
was there a sacred race of Danaans for those making inquiry to hear of” (οὔ πω τείρεα πάντα, τά 
τ’ οὐρανῷ εἱλίσσονται, | οὐδέ τί πω Δαναῶν ἱερὸν γένος ἦεν ἀκοῦσαι | πευθομένοις, 261-263). 
The Arcadians were alone (as inhabitants of Greece?), the sons of Deucalion did not yet reign, 
and Egypt was known as Eerie, the Nile as Triton (263-271). 
 Phineus’ prophecy describes the Black Sea much as it will be known to the narrator’s 
age: the divinatory coalesces with the mundane geography of scholarship in the narrative 
moment. The blurring of boundaries between what Phineus reveals to the Argonauts and the 
geography known to the narrator and his audience—a blurring of narrative levels—serves to 
highlight both similarities and differences between the fabulous world and the world of the 
narration, the real world.120 Argus’ delineation of the world at a far more ancient time, on the 
other hand, sets the voyage of the Argonauts as a turning point, or rather a fixing point, in the 
history of cosmic change that underlies so much of the epic, a topic that will be of central 
importance to Chapter 3. As the Argo’s passage through the Clashing rocks fixes the rocks in 
                                                 
120 Metalepsis is the narratological term for such a blurring of narrative levels. See Genette 1980, 234-235. 
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place, the entire voyage of the Argo marks an end to a long primordial age. This history is not 
linear, however, but cyclical. With Argus’ speech, the knowledge of the Egyptians that supported 
the conquests of Sesostris passes to the Argonauts and the Greeks, just as it foreshadows the 
conquests of Alexander and a reemergent Egypt.121 Insofar as both passages draw attention to the 
relationship between the fabulous past and narrative present, they produce an effect of 
detachment despite their “pure” mimetic form as speeches. On the other hand, both passages are 
immersive in that they both create situations in which the Argonauts’ experience and the 
audience’s are closely approximated. The mixed effect is characteristic of Apollonius’ 
geographical narration, in which the most fantastic moments in the voyage of the Argo always 
take place in a world well known to the learned epic audience. 
 
Conclusion 
 Each of the patterns described above plays an important role in the Argonautica’s 
treatment of visualization. The marveling pattern presents experiences within the fabula in vivid 
detail, often drawing parallels between that experience and the audience’s experience of the 
narrative. The voyeurism pattern, meanwhile, presents the audience with a privileged access to 
the isolated experience of individual characters. Analysis of this pattern has revealed that the 
narrator matches the erotic content of his narrative in these passages with a kind of narrative 
eroticism in which immersion and detachment serve as quasi-erotic satisfaction and frustration, 
respectively. The geographical pattern, finally, serves as a binding thread in the epic, being 
especially apt for this purpose because it is (by and large) the same geography that confronts the 
Argonauts and the learned audience. The path of the Argo, although subject to scholarly debate, 
                                                 
121 On the importance of this passage for a Ptolemaic audience, see Stephens 2003, 189-190. 
 
119 
is the common ground on which the fabula plays out and reverberates in the present day of the 
narrative. 
 I have chosen and defined these three patterns based on their importance to the aesthetics 
and program of the epic. As I will argue further in the next chapter, the voyage of the Argo 
doubles as a voyage of autopsy both spatial and temporal, in which the visual experience of the 
characters combines with the efforts of the narrator to form a supernarrative representing the 
transformation of the world from primordial times to the narrative present. The marveling pattern 
often highlights some aspect of this transformation, and the geographical pattern serves to unify 
the present and the distant past by its diachronic presentation of setting. The voyeuristic pattern, 
meanwhile, relates to another side of the epic, the side that opposes private desires to communal 
undertakings. This contrast is a major part of the epic’s variety, as described in Chapter 1 of this 
dissertation: for the narrator’s style and his epistemological assumptions change according to 
whether he is relating the story of individual characters or the story of a world in flux, with the 
Argo and its crew bridging the gap between the old world and the new.
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CHAPTER 3: AETIOLOGY AND THE ARGONAUTICA’S COSMIC 
SUPERNARRATIVE 
Introduction 
 This chapter argues that the whole of the Argonautica, including both fabula and 
digression, and both immersive and detached modes of narrative, is designed to represent the 
transformation of the world from primordial times to the narrative present.122 I will focus 
particularly on the role of aetiology in establishing a visual connection between the world of the 
Argonauts and the world of the audience, but I will also explore how other narrative strategies in 
the epic contribute to this poetic project.123 One of these strategies is to relate the Argonauts’ 
experience of the world around them to the audience’s experience of the fabula through the 
narrative. Another strategy involves the concept of recursive allusion introduced in Chapter 1: by 
interspersing different myths about the gods and past heroes throughout the poem, the narrator 
represents successive stages of the world’s constant evolution, of which the Argonauts ultimately 
constitute just one significant part. 
The story of the Argonauts serves as a vehicle for the representation of the narrative’s 
most expansive theme, the transformation of the world; the story is the starting point both for the 
narrator’s digressions into the past and future and for embedded representations of the mythic 
past, which together constitute a cosmic supernarrative. As the narrator follows the path of the 
                                                 
122 In general, the time of the “narrative present” is vaguely defined, yet some connections to the Ptolemaic context 
of the epic are suggestively drawn. Cf. Mori 2008; Thalmann 2011; Klooster 2014. 
 
123 On aetiologies in the Argonautica, see Valverde Sánchez 1989. 
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Argo in his narration, he diverges from this fabulous setting frequently in time, but in space only 
rarely. In other words, the adventures of the Argo through space are almost everywhere matched 
by the narrator’s exploration of mythic and historical events as they relate to place at given 
moments in the story. Through their frequency and extent, these temporal diversions begin to 
appear as focal points in the narrative and not as distractions. Yet, unlike the fabula of the 
Argonauts, the diversions are never explicitly recognized by the narrator as a part of his plan. On 
the contrary, they are sometimes described as unintended deviations.124 “Why should I tell at 
length tales of Aethalides?” (ἀλλὰ τί μύθους | Αἰθαλίδεω χρειώ με διηνεκέως ἀγορεύειν; 1.648-
649). “But these things would lead me far away from my song” (ἀλλὰ τὰ μὲν τηλοῦ κεν 
ἀποπλάγξειεν ἀοιδῆς, 1.1220). Elsewhere, the narrator treats a diversion as compelled by the 
Muses: “If I must, at the Muses’ prompting, relate this story also…” (εἰ δέ με καὶ τὸ | χρειὼ 
ἀπηλεγέως Μουσέων ὕπο γηρύσασθαι, 2.844-845).125 The paradoxical centrality of the 
digressive parts of the epic can best be explained by their general unity of purpose. 
 This unity is to be found in the narrator’s treatment of his narrative as a kind of voyage of 
autopsy, undertaken both in time and space. This narrative autopsy functions through direct 
reporting of the voyage of the Argonauts, itself a “real” autopsy involving things that the heroes 
see themselves, but also through the numerous opportunities for digression presented by this 
account, which extend the narrator’s autopsy along the dimension of time (and sometimes 
space). Beyond direct narrative and digression, the narrator also employs indirect representation 
to extend the epic’s reach still further. Regardless of the modes of representation he employs, 
however, the narrator constantly endeavors to draw parallels between the experience afforded by 
                                                 
124 Cf. Bundy 1962 on break-off formulas in Pindar; see Morrison 2007 on Apollonius’ adaptation of this device. 
 
125 For Morrison 2007, the two former quotations reflect the narrator’s initial confidence and control over his 
narrative, while the latter reflects a crisis in which the narrator comes to rely on the Muses to continue his narrative. 
 
122 
his narrative and the experience of his characters in the fabula. The characters behold signs and 
hear of the distant past through songs; so too does the audience. Internal viewers behold the 
Argonauts themselves moving in the world; through the narrative and its visualization, so too 
does the audience. 
 In the first part of this chapter, I focus on the special role of aetiological signs (σήματα) 
in establishing the diachronicity of the epic. In particular, I argue that the narrator develops a 
parallelism between the viewing of signs (which are notionally visible in the narrative present) 
and the firsthand viewing of characters and events in the fabula (which can be made “visible” 
through the narrative’s visualizing strategies). In order to illustrate this point, I examine the 
programmatic description of the Boreads and their tomb in Book 1. In the second half of the 
chapter, I turn to the broader category of mythical allusions, regardless of how they occur in the 
narrative (i.e. in ekphrasis, in direct speech, in narrator-text). I argue that the epic’s many 
mythical allusions either foreshadow or center around moments of crisis in mythical time, and 
especially the transition from the primordial age (variously figured as “golden” or simply pre-
modern) to the more developed stage in which both the heroes in the fabula and the narrator and 
narratees in their own time find themselves. 
 
Songs and σήματα 
One of the principal mechanisms by which the narrator moves away from the time of the 
fabula is aetiology. In particular, aetiological narration is the primary means by which the 
narrator moves from the time of the fabula to the narrative present (which is also the notional 
present of the epic’s audience, in their role as narratees). For the following discussion, I define 
“aetiology” as an account (λόγος) of an origin or cause (αἴτιον). Furthermore, an aetiology may 
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be either explicit or implied. An explicit aetiology must identify two things: firstly, a 
phenomenon whose cause or origin is to be explained; secondly, the cause or origin itself (the 
αἴτιον). Aetiological poetry, especially as represented by Callimachus, frequently involves a 
definite, observable phenomenon and a rather complex origin that is explained through an 
elaborate narrative.126 Such aetiologies occur several times in the Argonautica, as when the 
narrator relates the myth of Phaethon’s fall and his sisters’ transformation into amber-producing 
poplars (4.595-626) or when he records two accounts of the origin of the island of Drepane 
(4.982-992, discussed above in Chapter 1). More frequently, however, Apollonius’ narrator 
simply relates that a tomb, custom, or other phenomenon connected to the Argonauts is still 
extant at the time of narration. With similar frequency, the narrator includes implied aetiologies 
in his narrative, in which he relates the origin of some durable phenomenon without actually 
identifying it as a sign still recognizable in his own day. Such is the case with the majority of 
altars constructed by the Argonauts. 
Unlike Callimachus’ Aetia, the Argonautica takes the fabula as its starting point and 
continually draws links between its setting in the heroic past and the time of narration, the 
narrative present. For this reason, the aetiological character of the Argonautica is constituted less 
by a plan to explain origins and more by a plan to identify σήματα, or signs of the past. A σῆμα 
is thus the reverse side of the coin to the αἴτιον: it is the perceptible phenomenon that, by its 
existence, indicates something from or about the past. In the case of, e.g., an altar, a σῆμα may 
indicate little more than the fact of its own construction and so by extension the existence of its 
builder, the presence of the builder in that particular location, and so on. It is a work of 
                                                 
126 For example, Callimachus asks near the beginning of his Aetia about the use of aeschrologia in sacrificial rites at 
Anaphe (fr. 7.19-20), to which Calliope responds with a narrative about the Argonauts’ return voyage (frr. 7-21). 
Apollonius includes an aition for the same ritual in its proper chronological place, just as the Argonauts have 
established the practice (Arg. 4.1714-1730). 
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interpretation to identify the builder and discover a host of other facts about the building, but the 
unspoken assumption of the Argonautica is that this work has been done, whether by the narrator 
himself or by whatever traditions and scholarship he has relied on. 
 The Argonautica’s consistent attention to σήματα thus serves to historicize the fabula of 
the Argonauts. Yet this very consistency also creates a narrative in which the past of the fabula 
and the present day in which the σήματα are visible often seem equally important and mutually 
justifying: the narrator relates the story to explain the origins of the signs, and he refers to the 
signs in order to confirm the truth of the story. Thus it is not only the fabula that is historicized: 
the narrative itself, too, is anchored to a particular point in time, i.e. a time when particular 
changes have occurred in the world and when others have yet to take place. The narrator’s 
present is on the one hand a generic present that can be equated to the audience’s present for as 
long as the song continues to be sung by succeeding generations (cf. 4.1773-1775); on the other 
hand, the Argonautica refers to definite historical events such as the colonization of Heraclea 
(2.844-850; cf. 2.746-749) and of the island of Thera (4.1755-1764). The former event is the 
latest explicit historical reference in the epic, dating to the 6th century BCE. It is, of course, 
implied that the narrator is working at a considerable distance even from these events. 
 The function of signs as a means of verifying important events of the fabula results in a 
tendency for the signs to be reported after the events that brought them about, and often a set of 
more or less closely related signs are reported all together at the end of an episode, or at the end 
of a scene within an episode. This conforms to and partly instantiates the narrative’s patterns of 
immersion and detachment, whereby close involvement with the sensory world of the fabula 
gives way to a sensory relation with the world of the narrative present. This is, at any rate, only a 
tendency: in the Dolionian episode, for a contrasting example, σήματα are reported at nearly 
 
125 
every step of the narrative: when the Argonauts land (1.953-960); when they scout out the area 
(985-988); after they kill the Dolionian heroes (1053-1077); after they establish rites in honor of 
Rhea (1117-1152). The difference between the pattern of this episode and the structure of the 
Mysian episode, in which σήματα are reported only at the conclusion of the events there (1.1302-
1309; 1345-1357), is primarily one of rhythm.  
 The verification of the fabula through signs is two-fold. In the first place, the signs 
connect the fabula to a known feature of the present world and thus locate the fabula in history. 
At the same time, however, the signs embody the fabula and lend it an objective existence. The 
signs explicitly identified by the narrator consist of place names, customs, and monuments 
(tombs, shrines, and altars) in roughly equal proportions. Some common features tend to mark 
out all of these signs. These features include the use of present tense verbs and temporal adverbs 
to describe the durability of the signs or their present existence. The most common of these 
markers is the adverb ἔτι, often as part of an emphatic phrase (ἔτι, 1.591, 1019, 1047, 2.853; ἔτι 
νῦν περ, 1.1061; ἔτι νῦν, 1.1075, 2.526; εἰσέτι νῦν περ, 1.1354; εἰσέτι νῦν γε, 2.717). For 
example, after narrating the Argo’s very first stopover on the shore of Magnesia, the narrator 
reports that “they still call that shore Aphetae of Argo” (τὴν δ’ ἀκτὴν Ἀφέτας Ἀργοῦς ἔτι 
κικλήσκουσιν, 1.591). Other adverbs meaning “always” or “thereafter” are also common. After 
the Argonauts use their shields as tambourines in their propitiation of Rhea (1.1134-1138), the 
narrator reports that “thence the Phrygians always propitiate Rhea with the rhombus and 
tympanum” (ἔνθεν ἐσαιεὶ | ῥόμβῳ καὶ τυπάνῳ Ῥείην Φρύγες ἱλάσκονται, 1138-1139). In the case 
of place names like Aphetae of Argo (“Launch of Argo”), the name itself refers more or less 
plainly to an event in the fabula.127 In the case of customs, examples like the worship of Rhea at 
                                                 
127 Ἀφέτας (1.591) derives from ἀφίημι; the name is etymologized in the text by the use of a form of the related 
compound προίημι (προέηκαν, 1.589). 
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Mt. Dindymum demonstrate that a ritual may have its origin as a reenactment of an event of the 
fabula. While these traditions are maintained for their own sake, they nonetheless continue to 
function as signifiers of past events. 
 Of all the Argonautica’s signs, the physical monuments are the most elaborately 
described for the obvious reason that they have (at least notionally) a concrete existence outside 
the text admitting careful description. There are numerous exceptions: the Argonauts build altars 
for Apollo and other gods at nearly every step of their journey (e.g. 1.402-404, 966-967, 1123, 
2.531-532, 694-695, 927-928, 4.1217-1219, 1620-1622, 1714-1718),128 and in many cases these 
are not vividly described or explicitly identified as σήματα that remain visible in the narrative 
present.129 Monuments other than altars, however, and in particular tombs, are often presented 
with vivid descriptions or with phrases that highlight not only their existence but their visibility 
in the present world. A tomb of Polyphemus “has been built for him beneath a tall white poplar, 
a little distance in front of the sea” (καὶ οἱ ὑπὸ βλωθρὴν ἀχερωίδα σῆμα τέτυκται | τυτθὸν ἁλὸς 
προπάροιθεν, 4.1476-1477). This simple image recalls the more elaborate description of Idmon’s 
tomb (2.841-844): 
καὶ δή τοι κέχυται τοῦδ’ ἀνέρος ἐν χθονὶ κείνῃ 
τύμβος· σῆμα δ’ ἔπεστι καὶ ὀψιγόνοισιν ἰδέσθαι, 
νηίου ἐκ κοτίνοιο φάλαγξ· θαλέθει δέ τε φύλλοις 
ἄκρης τυτθὸν ἔνερθ’ Ἀχερουσίδος. 
 
And so a burial mound for this man has been heaped up in that land, and upon it is 
a sign for future generations also to behold, a trunk of wild olive used in 
shipbuilding. It flourishes with leaves a little distance beneath the Acherousian 
headland.  
 
                                                 
128 Additionally, the narrator’s report that the Argonauts sacrificed to Apollo Ecbasius at 1.1186 may imply that they 
also built an altar; more probably, however, the Argonauts are here reusing the altar they built at 1.966-967. 
 
129 In fact, none of the altars built on the outgoing voyage are marked as extant σήματα. The only altars that are 




The use of perfect tense verbs in both of these passages (τέτυκται, 4.1476; κέχυται, 2.841) is 
pointed, indicating that the funeral honors paid to the heroes at the times of their deaths are still 
apparent in the present.130 The phrase “for future generations to behold” (καὶ ὀψιγόνοισιν 
ἰδέσθαι, 2.842; cf. 1.1062, 4.252), moreover, bears a loaded meaning. It implies that not only is 
the σῆμα, in this case referring to the olive tree atop the tomb, visible to people of later times, but 
also that the seeing allows those later people to know what the sign signifies. The narrator could 
be paraphrased as follows: “Future generations, too, may recognize Idmon’s tomb by this sign, 
an olive tree of the kind used for shipbuilding (thus appropriate for the Argo’s master 
helmsman).” There is no indication of how or when the tree came to grow on the tomb, and so 
the force of καί in line 842 need not mean “future generations as well as the men of that time.” 
Instead, it suggests that the men of the time, who were present, knew whose tomb it was; when 
later men behold the σῆμα, they can know it too. 
From the visibility of these σήματα, the narrator sometimes affects to reconstruct the 
fabula from the signs, in contrast to his more usual practice of “citing” signs to confirm the 
fabula so far. Perhaps the most striking instance of this is the passage immediately following the 
description of Idmon’s tomb (2.851-857): 
τίς γὰρ δὴ θάνεν ἄλλος; ἐπεὶ καὶ ἔτ’ αὖτις ἔχευαν 
ἥρωες τότε τύμβον ἀποφθιμένου ἑτάροιο· 
δοιὰ γὰρ οὖν κείνων ἔτι σήματα φαίνεται ἀνδρῶν. 
Ἁγνιάδην Τῖφυν θανέειν φάτις· οὐδέ οἱ ἦεν 
μοῖρ’ ἔτι ναυτίλλεσθαι ἑκαστέρω. ἀλλά νυ καὶ τὸν  855 
αὖθι μινυνθαδίη πάτρης ἑκὰς εὔνασε νοῦσος, 
εἰσότ’ Ἀβαντιάδαο νέκυν κτερέιξεν ὅμιλος. 
 
What other man died, then? Since the heroes also heaped up yet another burial 
mound for a perished comrade at that time; for in fact two markers (σήματα) of 
those men are still visible. The tradition is that Tiphys, son of Hagnias, died. Nor 
                                                 
130 The descriptions may further suggest that the tombs of the heroes have been elaborated in the intervening 
centuries by later people initiating or maintaining a hero cult. See further Hitch 2012. 
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was it his fate to continue sailing further. Instead a wasting disease subdued him 
too there, far from his fatherland, when the crew buried the corpse of Abas’ son. 
 
The initial question (τίς γὰρ δὴ θάνεν ἄλλος, 2.851) is best understood as a case of rhetorical 
aporia, rather than a genuine hesitation on the part of the narrator. Nonetheless the reversal of 
the narrator’s typical use of σήματα, as a starting point of rather than a confirmation of the song, 
reinforces the integral relationship between the two in the epic: signs are recorded and thereby 
preserved by the song, and the song is founded on and constructed from the signs—if not in the 
actual processes of composing and performing the song, yet still in the living traditions that 
interpret the signs, traditions on which the epic must ultimately rely. This ultimate implication of 
σήματα is illustrated by one of the final aetiological passages in the poem (4.1620-1622): 
  ἔνθα μὲν Ἀργῷός τε λιμὴν καὶ σήματα νηὸς   1620 
ἠδὲ Ποσειδάωνος ἰδὲ Τρίτωνος ἔασιν  
βωμοί, ἐπεὶ κεῖν’ ἦμαρ ἐπέσχεθον. 
 
Here are the harbor of Argo and signs of the ship, and there are altars of Poseidon 
and Triton, since they halted for that day. 
 
The tone of these lines is triumphal, as if adducing facts that are well known to the audience. 
And indeed, although the Argonauts leave behind Libya as a wasteland seemingly devoid of 
civilization, the very nature of these signs implies their rediscovery and incorporation into later 
Greek settlements. In this way, the Argonautica does refer, however subtly, to a historical date 
far later than the 9th and 6th century colonization of Thera and Heraclea (see above), a date when 
Libya has been incorporated into the Hellenistic world.131 
Another example in Book 4 demonstrates that the relationship between signs and song 
established throughout the Argonautica may be mediated by the Muses, the traditional inspirers 
of song. As in the previous passages, the narrator here adduces the signs as the first form of 
                                                 
131 Although Cyrene was founded by Greek colonists from Thera around 631 BCE, the territory was particularly 
important to the dynastic struggles of the Ptolemies after the death of Alexander.  
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evidence of the Argonauts, the objective basis from which the fabula has to be deduced (552-
556): 
ἀλλά, θεαί, πῶς τῆσδε παρὲξ ἁλός, ἀμφί τε γαῖαν  
Αὐσονίην νήσους τε Λιγυστίδας, αἳ καλέονται 
Στοιχάδες, Ἀργῴης περιώσια σήματα νηὸς 
νημερτὲς πέφαται; τίς ἀπόπροθι τόσσον ἀνάγκη  555 
καὶ χρειώ σφ’ ἐκόμισσε; τίνες σφέας ἤγαγον αὖραι; 
 
But, goddesses, how is it that beyond this sea, and around the Ausonian land and 
the Ligystian islands, which are called the Stoechades, countless signs of the ship 
Argo have been unerringly reported?132 What compulsion or need carried them so 
far away? What winds drove them? 
 
The narrator’s invocation of the Muses in these lines is another instance of rhetorical aporia, 
prompted in this case by the existence of “countless signs of the ship Argo” where these would 
not be expected based on the story so far, far beyond the Argonauts’ intended homeward path. 
These signs either “have been unerringly spoken of,” if πέφαται (555) is derived from φημί, or 
“have unfailingly appeared,” if it is derived from φαίνω. The question of whether the narrator 
works from tradition or from the “objective” evidence of σήματα reemerges in this ambiguity.133 
In the former assumption, the traditional knowledge itself is notably knowledge of the signs and 
not of the adventures to which the signs point; in the latter assumption, the events of the fabula 
have produced signs that appear and are shortly to be explicated in the narrative. The passage 
suggests a coherent meaning for the narrator’s wish in the Book 1 proem that the Muses be 
ὑποφήτορες of the song (1.22): the narrator requires the Muses as “interpreters” of the evidence 
                                                 
132 νημερτὲς πέφαται (4.555) may alternatively be translated, “have unfailingly appeared.” 
 




available to him, whether objective signs, traditions, or both, and this mediation is what allows 
him to produce a connected song from scattered signs.134  
Signs and Narrative Objectification 
For the Argonautica’s narrator, signs underpin the song and the song’s claims to 
document ascertainable historical events. At the same time, the song instantiates the signs within 
its own text, making them manifest to the epic’s audience no less than the events of the fabula. 
Thus the aetiological song retains a rhapsodic character even as it apparently eschews rhapsodic 
mysticism. The power of song not only to record signs but also to create them is 
programmatically set forth in the opening entry of the Catalogue of Argonauts through the myth 
of Orpheus (1.26-31): 
  αὐτὰρ τόν γ’ ἐνέπουσιν ἀτειρέας οὔρεσι πέτρας 
θέλξαι ἀοιδάων ἐνοπῇ ποταμῶν τε ῥέεθρα· 
φηγοὶ δ’ ἀγριάδες, κείνης ἔτι σήματα μολπῆς, 
ἀκτῇ Θρηικίῃ Ζώνης ἔπι τηλεθόωσαι 
ἑξείης στιχόωσιν ἐπήτριμοι, ἃς ὅ γ’ ἐπιπρὸ   30 
θελγομένας φόρμιγγι κατήγαγε Πιερίηθεν. 
 
And they tell that that man charmed unworn rocks in the mountains and the 
streams of rivers with the sound of his songs—and wild oaks, signs still of that 
singing, stand in densely woven rows, flourishing upon the Thracian shore of 
Zone, since he led them down from Pieria, charmed forth by his lyre. 
 
In this passage, the song of Orpheus leads the trees to the shore of Zone where they become both 
“signs” of his song (κείνης ἔτι σήματα μολπῆς, 28) and the subject of the Argonautica’s song in 
turn. The circularity of this “movement” from song to sign to song mirrors the circularity of the 
Argo’s voyage and the narrative of the voyage—from Pagasae to Colchis to Pagasae—just as it 
mirrors the programmatic opening and closing of the epic.  
                                                 
134 For discussion of the various possible meanings and implications of ὑποφήτορες, see DeForest 1994; Gonzáles 
2000; Morrison 2007.  
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The narrator establishes his narrative as a song by contrasting it directly with the work of 
other singers, “the bards of the past” (οἱ πρόσθεν ἀοιδοί, 1.18). Moreover, the narrator ultimately 
figures his song as a kind of σῆμα that he hopes will go on existing “for men to sing year after 
year” (αἵδε δ’ ἀοιδαὶ | εἰς ἔτος ἐξ ἔτεος γλυκερώτεραι εἶεν ἀείδειν | ἀνθρώποις, 4.1773-1775), 
just as the physical monuments exist “for future generations to behold” (cf. 1.1062, 2.842, 
4.252). This durability of song is in fact already implied at the end of the proem, in the narrator’s 
statement that “the bards of the past still celebrate” the building of the Argo (νῆα μὲν οὖν οἱ 
πρόσθεν ἔτι κλείουσιν ἀοιδοὶ | Ἄργον Ἀθηναίης καμέειν ὑποθημοσύνῃσιν, 1.18-19). This can 
only refer to a tradition, whether oral or literary; similarly, the envoi, with which the narrator 
draws the epic to a hymnic close (4.1773-1481), looks forward to the survival of the narrator’s 
song on the lips of future men (cf. 4.1773-1775, cited above). Within the hymnic frame 
established by the proem and the envoi, the episodes of the Argonauts’ voyage, and particularly 
the aitia that occur in most episodes, constitute the epic’s center, its σήματα—both objects and 
subjects of song. They are the trees led down to the shore, still flourishing today. 
 The role of the σήματα is thus to embody and to help the audience visualize the κλέα of 
the Argonauts as objects in the present world. While the members of the epic audience do not of 
course literally see the σήματα through the narrative, and as individuals might never have beheld 
them, they are nonetheless posited by the narrator as existing objects, and thus different in nature 
from the transient persons and events of the fabula. In the remainder of this section, I will argue 
that Apollonius in his dual role as author and narrator employs a carefully composed literary 
device in order to establish just this connection between images of the fabula and images of 
σήματα—images which, on the one hand, stand opposed to one another as belonging to different 
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times, as cause and effect, as living and dead; but which, on the other hand, bear an equivalence 
to one another as textual objects.  
The device I refer to involves a ring composition that opens with the penultimate, but 
climactic, entry of the Catalogue of Argonauts, in which the sons of Boreas are introduced 
(1.211-223). The passage appears initially to follow a pattern similar to the majority of preceding 
catalogue entries, yet it concludes with a striking visualization unlike anything else in the 
catalogue: 
 Ζήτης αὖ Κάλαΐς τε Βορήιοι υἷες ἵκοντο, 
οὕς ποτ’ Ἐρεχθηὶς Βορέῃ τέκεν Ὠρείθυια 
ἐσχατιῇ Θρῄκης δυσχειμέρου· ἔνθ’ ἄρα τήν γε 
Θρηίκιος Βορέης ἀνερείψατο Κεκροπίηθεν 
Ἰλισσοῦ προπάροιθε χορῷ ἔνι δινεύουσαν.   215 
καί μιν ἄγων ἕκαθεν, Σαρπηδονίην ὅθι πέτρην 
κλείουσιν, ποταμοῖο παρὰ ῥόον Ἐργίνοιο, 
λυγαίοις ἐδάμασσε περὶ νεφέεσσι καλύψας. 
τὼ μὲν ἐπὶ κροτάφοισι ποδῶν θ’ ἑκάτερθεν ἐρεμνὰς 
σεῖον ἀειρομένω πτέρυγας, μέγα θάμβος ἰδέσθαι,  220 
χρυσείαις φολίδεσσι διαυγέας· ἀμφὶ δὲ νώτοις 
κράατος ἐξ ὑπάτοιο καὶ αὐχένος ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα 
κυάνεαι δονέοντο μετὰ πνοιῇσιν ἔθειραι. 
 
Zetes and Calais, sons of Boreas, arrived in turn. Oreithyia, daughter of 
Erechtheus, once bore them to Boreas at the limits of wintry Thrace. To this place 
Thracian Boreas abducted her from Cecropia as she whirled in a dance in front of 
the Ilissus. Bringing her thence to a place they call the Sarpedonian rock, beside 
the stream of the Erginus river, he wrapped her in gloomy clouds and 
overpowered her. Those two, then, were shaking the dark wings upon their 
temples and on either side of their feet135 as they were lifted up—a great marvel to 
behold—the wings gleaming with golden scales. And over their backs from the 
top of their heads and necks their dark hair was fluttered this way and that in the 
breeze. 
 
The structure of the passage resembles that of most other entries in the Catalogue. The arrival of 
the Boreads in Iolcus, in answer to Jason’s call, is the connecting thread – the quasi-narrative 
                                                 
135 “Upon their temples and on either side of their feet” translates Kingston’s proposed text ἐπὶ κροτάφοισι ποδῶν θ’ 
ἑκάτερθεν based on a papyrus scrap reading ]οταφοι[ ]ι; the manuscripts have ἐπ’ ἀκροτάτοισι ποδῶν ἑκάτερθεν “on 
their ankles on both sides.” 
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element which allows the catalogue to be read as a chronological sequence of events, as if it 
described a procession of heroes. The next element, the story of the Boreads’ birth in Thrace 
after the rape of Oreithyia, is similarly recognizable as a more-developed example of the 
genealogies found throughout the Catalogue. This is what the narrator promised in the proem: 
“the families and names of the heroes.” The final part of the entry, on the other hand, a detailed 
description of the Boreads themselves, has no close parallel in the 200-odd line Catalogue. The 
enargeia of this passage, its vividness, feels out of place in this context; and even within the 13-
line entry itself, this is a rather strange image that follows abruptly on the story of the Boreads’ 
birth. If the text is correct, they have two (or possibly three) pairs of wings, either one pair 
sprouting from their feet or else one pair from each foot and one pair from their temples.136 The 
abruptness of the image is strange, as well: there is no strong signaling of the transition, just the 
words τὼ μέν (“those two,” 219) and then the image that seems to demand some further context 
that is not given. 
 The genealogical story is expected in the Catalogue. It is a virtuosic encapsulation of the 
learnedness of Apollonius’ narrative. While the narrator’s scholarship is on display throughout 
the Catalogue, this passage heightens its recherché quality with each additional proper name, and 
with an Alexandrian footnote in the verb κλείουσιν (217).137 The lines that follow, however, 
make a dramatic shift from the scholarly attitude of the story of the Boreads’ birth. The detailed 
presentation of anatomy, color, light, and motion in this image exemplifies the visuality of 
                                                 
136 The god Hypnos is sometimes depicted with wings sprouting from the temples. To my knowledge, no such 
depiction of the Boreads has been identified; in vase paintings, they are depicted with wings on their shoulders or 
footwear. 
 
137 On the Alexandrian footnote, see Ross 1975, 78. The story might even recall the dogged literal-mindedness of 
Phaedrus pressing Socrates on the exact location of the rape of Oreithyia as they stroll alongside the Ilissus (Pl. 
Phdr. 229a-d). Moreover, if the scholia are any indication, the traditions pertaining to the Boreads contained 
numerous variances (about their place of origin, etc.). 
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Apollonius’ poem. Although such vivid description is a regular feature of the epic, it is unique in 
the narrower context of the catalogue. The closest parallels are those entries reporting the 
supernatural abilities of certain Argonauts. These descriptions are less vivid, however, as with 
Lynceus, who “excelled in having the sharpest eyesight (at least if the report of him is true)” 
(153-154); and with Periclymenus, to whom “Poseidon had given…the ability when fighting to 
assume any form he prayed to take” (158-160). The example nearest in vividness to the Boreads 
is the description of Euphemus: “That man could run even on the swell of the gray-green sea 
without submerging his swift feet, but barely moistened his toes as he was borne over the watery 
way” (182-184). Even in this case, however, the frequentative verbs θέεσκεν and πεφόρητο are 
used to show that this is a timeless description of a habitual action – he “would run.” To 
assimilate the Boreads’ description to these others, the two imperfect verbs σεῖον and δονέοντο 
must be read in a similarly habitual or frequentative sense. Yet the sheer vividness of the image 
demands that it be read as a particular moment in time, even as the passage apparently lacks an 
appropriate narrative context to assign the moment to.138 
 The Boreads’ catalogue entry also recalls the programmatic opening catalogue entry in 
which Orpheus is introduced (see above). The present-tense aetiological description of Orpheus’ 
wild oaks on the shore of Zone in Thrace is rhetorically parallel to the imperfect-tense 
description of the Boreads in flight. Aside from being both vivid images in themselves, they both 
follow passages highly marked with cues of scholarship, and they both include parenthetical 
statements drawing attention to their own visuality. The wild oak trees are “signs still to this day 
of [Orpheus’] singing” (κείνης ἔτι σήματα μολπῆς, 28), while the Boreads in flight are “a great 
wonder to behold” (μέγα θάμβος ἰδέσθαι, 220). The σήματα of Orpheus’ trees refer to a 
                                                 
138 Apollonius’ description nods towards Pindar’s and strives to “outdo” it (P. 4.182-183): ἄνδρας πτεροῖσιν | νῶτα 
πεφρίκοντας ἄμφω πορφυρέοις (“men whose backs both bristled with wings of purple,” trans. Race 1997). 
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notionally visible feature of the narrative-contemporary world as a proof of the traditional 
knowledge just reported, the power of his song to enchant trees, rocks, and rivers.  
The image of the Boreads bears a similar relationship to the traditional story of the 
Boreads’ birth. On the one hand, it is precisely an oblique proof that the Boreads were sons of 
Boreas: the fact that they had wings and could fly is a sure sign of their divine parentage. On the 
other hand, while the image of the Boreads does not replicate the temporal dimension of the 
aition of the oaks, a functional similarity may still be observed. Orpheus’ wild oaks are “present” 
in one sense – they are described as they exist now, standing and flourishing on the shore – and 
they are timeless in another sense:  not νῦν σήματα, but ἔτι σήματα – objects that have persisted 
from the heroic age on. In describing the Boreads, the narrator evokes another kind of presence 
and another kind of timelessness: the characters emerge from the dusty catalogue, and after the 
historical perspective of their own genealogy, and they appear as in a finite moment of life. Yet 
paradoxically the same image stands as a timeless description, partially because of the difficulty 
of assigning it to any particular time, and partially because of the words μέγα θάμβος ἰδέσθαι: 
this phrase crystallizes the image of the Boreads, almost petrifies them into living monuments. A 
kind of parallel is thus drawn between the σήματα that last through time and the vivid image that 
fixes a passing (and past) moment in the text. 
 The Boreads appear once more in Book 1 in a passage clearly designed to respond to the 
first and to develop that passage’s implications concerning the role of visualization in an 
aetiological epic poem. This appearance comes near the end of the Book’s final episode, when 
Hylas is abducted by a water nymph and the Argonauts accidentally abandon Herakles, who has 
rushed off in search of his eromenos. They are already at sea when they realize that Herakles is 
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missing, leading to an altercation in which Herakles’ close companion Telamon attempts to 
commandeer the ship and return to land. But the Boreads intervene (1.1298-1309): 
καί νύ κεν ἂψ ὀπίσω Μυσῶν ἐπὶ γαῖαν ἵκοντο 
λαῖτμα βιησάμενοι ἀνέμου τ’ ἄλληκτον ἰωήν, 
εἰ μὴ Θρηικίοιο δύω υἷες Βορέαο    1300 
Αἰακίδην χαλεποῖσιν ἐρητύεσκον ἔπεσσιν, 
σχέτλιοι· ἦ τέ σφιν στυγερὴ τίσις ἔπλετ’ ὀπίσσω 
χερσὶν ὑφ’ Ἡρακλῆος, ὅ μιν δίζεσθαι ἔρυκον. 
ἄθλων γὰρ Πελίαο δεδουπότος ἂψ ἀνιόντας 
Τήνῳ ἐν ἀμφιρύτῃ πέφνεν, καὶ ἀμήσατο γαῖαν  1305 
ἀμφ’ αὐτοῖς, στήλας τε δύω καθύπερθεν ἔτευξεν, 
ὧν ἑτέρη, θάμβος περιώσιον ἀνδράσι λεύσσειν, 
κίνυται ἠχήεντος ὑπὸ πνοιῇ βορέαο. 
καὶ τὰ μὲν ὣς ἤμελλε μετὰ χρόνον ἐκτελέεσθαι. 
 
And they would have gone back again to the land of the Mysians fighting the 
swell and the unceasing blast of the wind, had not the two sons of Thracian 
Boreas restrained the son of Aeacus with harsh words, the wretched men—for 
afterwards a hateful recompense came upon them at the hands of Herakles, since 
they prevented the search for him. For as they were returning from the games held 
when Pelias died, he slew them in seagirt Tenos, and he gathered earth over them, 
and made two pillars on top, one of which—a surpassing marvel for men to gaze 
upon—is moved under the blast of roaring Boreas. And thus were those things to 
be accomplished after a time. 
 
A number of verbal and sense echoes connect the description of the σῆμα to the passage in the 
Catalogue. Naming the Boreads as “the two sons of Thracian Boreas” (Θρηικίοιο δύω υἷες 
Βορέαο, 1300) recalls the story of “Thracian Boreas’” rape of Oreithyia (Θρηίκιος Βορέης, 214). 
The two passages thus frame an entire biography of the Boreads, from their conception and birth 
in the catalogue to their murder and burial in the later passage’s proleptic digression. 
Structurally, the Boreads’ entry in the Catalogue occupies the end of the beginning of the 
Argonautica, while the digression both occupies the beginning of the end of Book 1, and itself 
refers to the very latest events narrated in the epic,139 after Pelias has received his comeuppance 
and his burial. In both passages, furthermore, the narrator marks his objects of description as 
                                                 
139 That is, the very latest events that pertain to the characters of the fabula. 
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“wonders to behold” – in this case with the varied and expanded phrase, θάμβος περιώσιον 
ἀνδράσι λεύσσειν (1307). Finally, the marvelous way one of the pillars on the Boreads’ tomb 
moves beneath the blast of their father’s wind (ὑπὸ πνοιῇ Βορέαο, 1308) nods to the language 
used of the fluttering of their hair in the breezes during their flight (μετὰ πνοιῇσιν, 223). All 
these connections demonstrate that the two passages can be read as matched bookends. 
 In the catalogue, an essentially genealogical digression about the Boreads’ birth gave way 
to a vivid, description of the Boreads in life. In one sense, the present passage reverses this 
movement, as the narrator leaves the immediate heroic narrative and enters a self-conscious 
digression, and one with more than a hint of scholarship in it, as it selects a particular tradition 
out of many for the cause and manner of the Boreads’ deaths.140 At the same time, however the 
digression culminates in a vivid aition describing the funeral monument shared by the Boreads. 
As the present tense verb κίνυται (1308) indicates, the narrator regards this monument, 
marvelous as it is, as something that is extant and visible in his own time; and the expanded 
θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι-type phrase implies that among his contemporaries are people who actually did 
gaze upon the “extraordinary marvel.” Thus while the details and θαυμα-language clearly recall 
the Boreads’ earlier appearance, the aetiological form of the digression rather resembles that of 
Orpheus’ wild oaks on the shore of Zone. Indeed the two Boreas passages together parallel the 
two halves of Orpheus’ catalogue entry: one part a fabulous narrative of the past, the other part 
hard proof in the present. 
The “matched bookends” thus provide, on the one hand, a description of the two heroes 
as they appeared in their distant, heroic age; and, on the other, a description of their tomb as it 
appears still today. As with Orpheus’ singing and his oaks, the aition provides a proof, or 
                                                 




confirmation, of the fabulous narrative. More than simple complementarity, however, the two 
passages carefully develop a sense of equivalency between their two vivid images. There are of 
course numerous aetiologies in the Argonautica, many of them related to deaths and 
commemorative monuments. Those kinds of objects are essential to the construction of this epic 
narrative. The Boreads, however, are turned twice into narrative objects: in the first instance, 
objects of gaze, statuesque but alive; the second time around, actually dead, yet with the essence 
and proof of their being imbued in the monuments on their tomb. 
A few examples will serve to demonstrate how important the pattern is in Apollonius’ 
epic. A similar pattern occurs in a central episode of Book 1: the Dolionian hero Cyzicus is 
pointedly described as a youth “like Jason,” “the down of his beard just sprouting” (972); before 
the episode is over, he has received funeral honors “on the Leimonian plain, where to this day 
that tomb lies heaped up for later generations to see” (ἂμ πεδίον Λειμώνιον· ἔνθ’ ἔτι νῦν περ | 
ἀγκέχυται τόδε σῆμα καὶ ὀψιγόνοισιν ἰδέσθαι, 1061-1062). Again, in the very same episode, we 
are introduced to “Earthborn men, (who are) a great marvel for their neighbors to see” because of 
their anatomical monstrosity (they have six arms; 943-946). These, too, are morbidly turned into 
dead objects by Herakles—they do not become aetiological signs, in this case, but instead are 
made “present” in a vivid simile: they are like recently felled timbers lying “in a line along the 
edge of the sea” (1003-4); they lie with their heads in the water and their lower limbs on land, 
and vice versa, either way “to become the prey of birds and fish alike” (1011). Although the 
formal details are varied, each of these examples demonstrates the pointed connection in 
Apollonius’ work between visualized subjects in the fabula and their narrative representation. 
 The equivalency between the image that brings the heroes to life – to a suspended 
animation, perhaps – and the image that commemorates their deaths may be most clearly 
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expressed in the repetition between the phrases μέγα θάμβος ἰδέσθαι (220) and θάμβος 
περιώσιον ἀνδράσι λεύσσειν (1307). Both expressions are modelled after the Homeric phrase 
θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι, which is used primarily in reference to arms and armor, and otherwise only to 
inanimate objects, including weavings and clothing (Od. 6.306, 8.366, 13.108), and the walls of 
Alcinous’ city (Od. 7.45).141 Thus, in reference to the Boreads, the phrase highlights not merely 
the wondrousness of their flight, but even more aptly the aesthetic pleasure of their appearance 
(not to mention the artfulness with which they are described!), as if they were not living beings 
but actually statues.  
As I have demonstrated in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, contrast between scholarly 
detachment and vivid immersion in the heroic world is a defining feature of Apollonius’ poetics. 
The case of the Boreads demonstrates how the vivid mode in Apollonian narrative stands in a 
complementary relationship to the scholarly mode, particularly through the narrative device of 
σήματα, which may participate in both modes. Beyond that, however, Apollonius employs the 
Boreads in a deliberate strategy enacted at opposite ends of the Argonautica’s opening book, a 
strategy that highlights the shared objectivity of signs in the epic, both as physical objects arising 
from the events of the fabula, and as the epic’s own textual embodiment of the fabula: they can 
be seen, they can be heard, they can be touched, and even if this is just a notional understanding 
between reader and poet, it fundamentally shapes the understanding of the epic. The description 
of the Boreads in the Catalogue and the description of their σῆμα in the aetiological digression 
open up cognitive spaces that are functionally similar—they invite the reader to participate in a 
                                                 
141 The only “animate” referents of the phrase—the exceptions to prove the rule—are Hephaestus’ automatons (Il. 
18.377), and the daughter of Neleus, Pero, who is described by the similar phrase θαῦμα βροτοῖσι (Od. 11.287). The 
phrase is also very common in Hesiod and the pseudo-Hesiodic Shield, where it again refers only to objects of art. 
At Theogony 575, the phrase might be interpreted as referring to Pandora herself rather than to her “cunningly 
wrought veil,” though the latter seems preferable. 
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similar process. The programmatic device with the Boreads actually calls attention to this, by 
drawing its parallels between the imagined acts of vision in present and heroic time and between 
the objects of vision themselves. 
 Apollonius’ vivid portrayal of persons and events in heroic time and his presentation of 
aitia visible in his own present day are linked, and are together integral to his larger poetics of 
contrast between the distance, uncertainty, and intellectuality of scholarship, on the one hand, 
and the immediacy and corporeality of the object in narrative. As monumental bookends to the 
opening episodes of the Argonautica, the Boreads proclaim and fulfill this rhetoric of vision in 
Apollonius’ epic narrative. 
 
The Cosmogonic Theme in the Argonautica 
 While the Argonautica’s σήματα generally serve to link the fabula to the narrative 
present, and sometimes to points in between, another side of the epic systematically refers 
backward to time preceding the fabula.142 Through various narratological means—digressions, 
embedded narratives, and elements of the fabula itself—the narrator includes a fragmented but, 
when taken altogether, virtually continuous narrative of transformation from a primordial world 
to one that is settled and civilized.143 As the σήματα naturally occurred along the path of the 
Argo, so too does the ship’s voyage become the narrative vehicle for the story of cosmogony and 
transformation—a story in which the Argonauts themselves fit as catalysts of the final stage of 
transformation, as the end of the primordial era and the beginning of history. The narration of the 
                                                 
142 Clauss 2000 anticipates certain aspects of the argument which follows, yet he suggests that the diachronic sweep 
of the Argonautica is at least morally ambiguous or even downright pessimistic. On the role of cosmology in ancient 
Greek and Roman poetry (especially epic), see Hardie 1986, 5-32. On the generic relationship between cosmogonies 
and aetiological poetry, see Myers 1994, 1-26. 
 
143 See Chapter 1 on recursive allusion as a strategy of Apollonius’ narrative.  
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voyage is articulated by a system of references to the past that are consistently marked by the 
themes of cosmic change and, in particular, of the critical time that precedes the change; the 
theme of immaturity on a cosmic scale. In depicting the progress of the transformation, the 
narrator highlights moments that precede a major change, moments in which the protagonist is 
“still” immature, or some familiar turning point has “not yet” been attained. This theme is related 
to the particular place of the Argonauts in mythopoetic tradition, as the forerunners of all other 
heroes and the inaugurators of the heroic age; yet it also serves the ideological ends of the poem 
by implicitly figuring the Argonauts as forerunners of the Ptolemies and as a historical 
justification for the Ptolemaic kingdom. 
 The fragmented narrative of cosmic transformation unfolds at all different levels of the 
epic, such that the narrator seems to be responsible only for one part of it: other parts he 
faithfully reports as belonging to the real events of the fabula. Insofar as the narrator is also the 
poet who controls the design of the poem, he works with the material of the fabula (in addition to 
playing the role of narrator) in order to weave another story beyond the voyage of the Argo. 
Fittingly, the first embedded narrative in the epic is a genuine cosmogony, which becomes the 
starting point of the broader cosmic theme. The “author” of the song, which is reported in 
indirect speech by the narrator, is the legendary “first” singer Orpheus (1.496-511): 
  ἤειδεν δ’ ὡς γαῖα καὶ οὐρανὸς ἠδὲ θάλασσα, 
τὸ πρὶν ἐπ’ ἀλλήλοισι μιῇ συναρηρότα μορφῇ, 
νείκεος ἐξ ὀλοοῖο διέκριθεν ἀμφὶς ἕκαστα· 
ἠδ’ ὡς ἔμπεδον αἰὲν ἐν αἰθέρι τέκμαρ ἔχουσιν 
ἄστρα σεληναίη τε καὶ ἠελίοιο κέλευθοι·   500 
οὔρεά θ’ ὡς ἀνέτειλε, καὶ ὡς ποταμοὶ κελάδοντες 
αὐτῇσιν νύμφῃσι καὶ ἑρπετὰ πάντ’ ἐγένοντο. 
ἤειδεν δ’ ὡς πρῶτον Ὀφίων Εὐρυνόμη τε 
Ὠκεανὶς νιφόεντος ἔχον κράτος Οὐλύμποιο· 
ὥς τε βίῃ καὶ χερσὶν ὁ μὲν Κρόνῳ εἴκαθε τιμῆς,  505 
ἡ δὲ Ῥέῃ, ἔπεσον δ’ ἐνὶ κύμασιν Ὠκεανοῖο· 
οἱ δὲ τέως μακάρεσσι θεοῖς Τιτῆσιν ἄνασσον, 
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ὄφρα Ζεὺς ἔτι κοῦρος, ἔτι φρεσὶ νήπια εἰδώς, 
Δικταῖον ναίεσκεν ὑπὸ σπέος, οἱ δέ μιν οὔ πω 
γηγενέες Κύκλωπες ἐκαρτύναντο κεραυνῷ   510 
βροντῇ τε στεροπῇ τε· τὰ γὰρ Διὶ κῦδος ὀπάζει. 
 
He sang of how the earth and sky and sea, which previously were joined to one 
another in a single form, became separated each from the others after a deadly 
strife; and how the stars and moon and the paths of the sun always maintain their 
fixed signs in the sky; and how the mountains rose up, and how the sounding 
rivers along with their nymphs and all crawling beasts came into being. He sang 
how at first Ophion and Ocean’s daughter Eurynome held the sovereignty of 
snowy Olympus; and how through a violent struggle he yielded the honor to 
Cronus, and she to Rheia, and they fell amid the waves of Ocean. These ruled the 
blessed Titan gods in the meantime, so long as Zeus was still a child, still thinking 
childish thoughts in his mind, and was living in Dictaeon down in a cave, while 
the earthborn Cyclopes had not yet strengthened him with the thunderbolt, the 
thunderclap, and lightning. For these give Zeus his glory. 
 
The song is explicitly cosmogonic, as it relates how “earth and heaven and sea” were first 
separated and distinguished from one another (496-498); how the celestial bodies “hold a fixed 
τέκμαρ in the sky forever” (499-500); and how all natural features and living beings came into 
being (501-502). The second part of the song shifts from the realm of nature to the realm of the 
divine, and in particular to the succession of different gods as rulers of nature. The familiar 
primal pair from the Hesiodic theogony, Ouranos and Gaia, are replaced by Ophion and 
Eurynome (503-504).144 This ruling couple is replaced by Kronos and Rhea, apparently after a 
violent struggle (cf. τε βίῃ καὶ χερσίν, 505). Notably, there is no room in Orpheus’ account for 
the castration of Ouranos, a myth that is nonetheless related later in the Argonautica (4.982-986). 
The song ends with Zeus “still a child, still having childish thoughts in his mind” (ἔτι κοῦρος, ἔτι 
φρεσὶ νήπια εἰδώς, 508), the first instance in the epic of a major motif: the motif of immaturity, 
                                                 
144 Ophion and Eurynome as the first rulers of Olympus are not strictly speaking in contradiction to an account in 
which Ouranos and Gaia are more primal “rulers” of the cosmos, before Olympus is established as the seat of power. 
Likewise, it is worth noting that in Hesiod’s Theogony, Kronos holds sovereignty, but not “the sovereignty of snowy 
Olympus” (νιφόεντος…κράτος Οὐλύμποιο, 504), which in Hesiod is the exclusive claim of Zeus. Orpheus’ 
cosmogony is usually thought to follow  Empedocles’ account of the origin of the world, with additional theogonic 
elements drawn from Hesiod and Pherecydes. See Kyriakou 1994, 309-314. 
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of becoming, of not-yet-being in his familiar latter-day state (cf. οὔ πω, 509).145 The conclusion, 
“for these [arms] give Zeus his glory” (τὰ γὰρ Διὶ κῦδος ὀπάζει, 511), is ambiguous, as either an 
instance of implied indirect discourse, relating Orpheus’ own conclusion, or else as the narrator’s 
own addition to the song. The present tense verb ὀπάζει can thus refer to either of two moments, 
the present of the fabula or the present of the narrative.146 
 As the first embedded song in the epic, and by virtue of its prominent position shortly 
before the launch of the Argo (519-558), the song holds a programmatic significance in the 
poem. This significance is not only general, as an example of the power of song to enchant its 
audience (cf. τοῖόν σφιν ἐνέλλιπε θελκτὺν ἀοιδῆς, 515), but also particular: the cosmogonic song 
prefigures the cosmic significance of the voyage to come, and especially the world’s 
transformation from its primordial forms, and from chaos to order. Orpheus’ song is thus the first 
example of mise en abyme in the epic.147 Moreover, just as the Argonautica’s narrative visualizes 
the fabula for the epic audience, in varying degrees and by various means, so does Orpheus’ song 
effectively make the Argonauts witnesses of the world’s becoming. Other embedded narratives 
will add to the beginning made by Orpheus, but the experience of the Argonauts’ own eyes, 
above all, will complete the narrative arc.   
 The song is also programmatic in its division between natural history and divine history. 
The Argonautica will continue both threads, as the Argonauts themselves become involved in 
dramatic changes in the natural landscape (the clashing rocks, the island of Thera), and as the 
                                                 
145 The Callimachean Hymns make frequent use of the gods-as-children motif; see Ambühl 2005, 225-363. 
 
146 The summary conclusion is thus an example of metalepsis, whereby the words are to be understood as belonging 
to Orpheus and to the narrator simultaneously: both can say the words truly in their own context, emphasizing the 
final and enduring κῦδος of Zeus. 
 
147 On mise en abyme, see Fowler 2000, who examines how this literary device functions in Aeneid 9. 
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narrator continually returns to divine histories throughout the epic.148 Both themes are united by 
their common connection to the world’s transformation. Even as some events remain hidden to 
the Argonauts, their voyage and thus the narrative serve as a kind of theoria of cosmic history, of 
which the Argo’s voyage itself is the culmination.  
After Orpheus’ song, the ekphrasis of Jason’s cloak (1.721-768) is the most significant 
vehicle in the epic for the cosmic theme, and it is here that the theme is most explicitly connected 
to the voyage of the Argo. The ekphrasis of Jason’s cloak is generally recognized as a 
programmatic passage in the Argonautica, a function which is signaled by a number of verbal 
markers.149 Like the Argo itself in another programmatic passage (1.547-558), the cloak is 
described as a “work of the Itonian goddess” Athena (θεᾶς Ἰτωνίδος ἔργον, 1.721; cf. 551). 
Furthermore, the cloak is a gift from Athena to Jason, given “when she [or he?] first began to set 
up the props of the ship Argo, and taught him [or he learned?] to measure the thwarts with 
rulers” (ὅτε πρῶτον δρυόχους ἐπεβάλλετο νηὸς | Ἀργοῦς, καὶ κανόνεσσι δάε ζυγὰ μετρήσασθαι, 
723-724). Here the construction of the Argo works as an allegory for the composition of a poem, 
and for the composition of the Argonautica in particular. Apollonius’ language reinforces this 
interpretation: the ambiguity of subject in the temporal clause, reinforced by the ambiguous 
meaning of δάε, reflects the two forms frequently taken by narratives of discovery and invention: 
either a divine figure teaches, or a human culture hero learns or discovers. By connecting the gift 
of the cloak to the beginning of the Argo’s construction, Apollonius activates the tradition of the 
                                                 
148 In Book 2, the narrator embarks on a series of digressions about the gods’ adventures in and around the places the 
Argonauts pass by: e.g., the eponymous nymph of Sinope’s encounter with Zeus and Apollo (2.946-954); Cronus’ 
affair with Philyra, where Cheiron was conceived (2.1232-1241). Other examples are found in Book 4, as when the 
narrator relates two traditional stories of divine origins of the sickle-shaped island of Drepane (4.982-992). 
 
149 Lawall 1966, 154-159, Shapiro 1980, Hunter 1993, 52-59, and Bulloch 2006 all offer readings of the ekphrasis of 
Jason’s cloak (Arg. 1.721-768). Further bibliography on the cloak may be found in Knight 1995, 25n89. 
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Argo as the first ship.150 The adverb πρῶτον thus not only refers to the start of the Argo’s 
construction, but also alludes to the tradition of the Argo as the first ship; the act of teaching 
Jason to measure thwarts loses the character of a circumstantial event and becomes an archetypal 
event, the first time when a god imparted this knowledge to humankind. The gift of the cloak 
thus marks the gift of the ship Argo and ships generally, and at the same time connects both to 
the ἔργον of the Argonautica. 
 The ship is an easy allegory for the epic about the ship, but the cloak ekphrasis also bears 
an allegorical (or metapoetic) interpretation closely connected to that of the ship. The Argo is a 
major subject of the Argonautica, almost a character itself. Yet the epic’s major theme of cosmic 
change is also figured in the ship when considered as the first ship, an unmistakable turning point 
between the primitive age before ships and sailing and the “modern” or civilized age after their 
discovery. This theme of the Argo as first ship is suppressed and even contradicted elsewhere in 
the Argonautica, yet it is activated at several points in the epic (cf. 4.316-322). In the cloak 
ekphrasis, the allusion to this tradition is strengthened by its resonance with the embroidered 
images on the cloak, several of which similarly depict cosmic turning points. The first image, of 
the Cyclopes about to complete work on Zeus’ thunderbolt (730-734), resumes the cosmogonic 
narrative of Orpheus’ song, which left off with Zeus “still a child” (ἔτι κοῦρος, 508), when “the 
earthborn Cyclopes had not yet armed him with the thunderbolt, thunder, and lightning” (οἱ δέ 
μιν οὔ πω | γηγενέες Κύκλωπες ἐκαρτύναντο κεραυνῷ | βροντῇ τε στεροπῇ τε, 509-511). Like 
the construction of the first ship, Zeus’ ascent to power is traditionally identified as a turning 
point between ages.151 
                                                 
150 On the Argo as the first ship, see O’Hara 2007, 34-41. 
 
151 This motif flourishes among the Augustan poets (cf. e.g. Geo. 1.118-146, Tib. 1.3-49-50). 
 
146 
 The general theme of progressive change in the ordering of the world appears, in varying 
degrees, in the remaining scenes on the cloak. The scene of Amphion and Zethus laying the 
foundations for the walls of Thebes (735-741) shows one of the key cities of the age of demigods 
in a state of becoming.152 The scene of Ares and Aphrodite (742-746) cannot be placed in time, 
but does bear a cosmic interpretation, in which the implied union of the goddess of love with the 
god of war allows peace to develop and flourish. Moreover, the tableau certainly draws on the 
allegorical interpretation of Aphrodite and Ares as embodiments of cosmic eros and eris, love 
and strife, a thematic opposition also evoked in Orpheus’ cosmic song.153 The next two vignettes 
(747-758) feature myths set in the human world, both of which suggest the settling of the 
Peloponnese by two dominant “tribes” of Greeks, those descended from Herakles, and thus from 
his grandfather Electryon, and those descended from Pelops. The penultimate vignette (759-762) 
returns to the divine sphere and to an event that evokes the cosmic struggle between the 
primordial children of earth and the Olympian gods. The “becoming” theme is also present here 
in the figure of the “ox-child” Apollo, who is depicted on the cloak “not yet fully grown” 
(βούπαις, οὔ πω πολλός, 760). The final vignette on the cloak features Phrixus and the golden 
ram, thus concluding the ekphrasis of the cloak with an important antecedent event to the fabula 
of the Argonautica, which ends with the golden fleece spread on an oak tree in the Grove of Ares 
and thus enables Pelias’ command to bring back the fleece (cf. 1.1-17). 
 The cloak vignettes bear the common theme of becoming, particularly, and of crisis, 
more generally, in a manner that goes beyond the ekphrastic convention of depicting moving 
images, as in the case of the dancers, soldiers, and reapers from the ekphrasis of Achilles’ shield. 
                                                 
152 Cf. WD 156-165, where Thebes is named along with Troy as the setting of wars that killed the race of demigods. 
 
153 Hunter 1993, 54 notes the allegorical and Empedoclean resonance of this vignette. See also Hardie 1986, 60ff. 
 
147 
Taken together, the vignettes depict an ascendant order ruled by Olympian Zeus and a world 
defined by new Greek cities and dominions. All of this cosmic shifting is figured as a loose 
progression that culminates in the more simply depicted scene of Phrixus with the ram, and thus 
ultimately in the voyage of the Argo. Thus the cloak’s apparent continuation of Orpheus’ song is 
not coincidental or ornamental, but a feature of the Argonautica’s design supported by consistent 
themes and a consistent method of fragmentation. In one sense, the song and the cloak are two 
halves of a whole—just as the two appearances of the Boreads in Book 1 are complementary, or 
as the two accounts of the Lemnian crime are conflicting but complementary; two-part divisions 
are common in the Argonautica. In another sense, the two embedded narratives (since the cloak 
is effectively a loosely ordered narrative) serve as the foundation, or the skeleton, of the broader 
cosmic narrative to which the entire epic contributes. 
Beyond Orpheus’ song and the ekphrasis of Jason’s cloak, the cosmogonic theme unfolds 
in minor set pieces and narratorial asides throughout the epic. The theme also appears in certain 
events of the fabula, some that are explicitly cosmic in theme, others symbolically so. In these 
cases, the Argonauts directly witness transformations of the world that follow successively on 
the more primal transformations that they witness indirectly. The first such event after the cloak 
ekphrasis is the boxing match between Polydeuces and Amycus, which is figured as a cosmic 
battle between a son of the sky and a creature of the earth (2.38-42): 
  ἀλλ’ ὁ μὲν ἢ ὀλοοῖο Τυφωέος ἠὲ καὶ αὐτῆς 
Γαίης εἶναι ἔικτο πέλωρ τέκος, οἷα πάροιθεν 
χωομένη Διὶ τίκτεν· ὁ δ’ οὐρανίῳ ἀτάλαντος   40 
ἀστέρι Τυνδαρίδης, οὗ περ κάλλισται ἔασιν 
ἑσπερίην διὰ νύκτα φαεινομένου ἀμαρυγαί. 
 
[Amycus] looked like the monstrous offspring either of destructive Typhoeus or 
else of Gaia herself—such as she bore in the past in her anger at Zeus. The son of 
Tyndareus looked like a heavenly star, whose twinkling is most beautiful as it 
shines through the western night. 
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The simile turns the boxing match into a replay of the successive battles between Zeus and his 
monstrous enemies, from the Titans to the Giants and Typhoeus. Although this allegory is 
presented only to the poem’s audience, the Argonauts themselves mark the event with a hymn to 
Polydeuces (κλεῖον δὲ Θεραπναῖον Διὸς υἷα, 2.163; cf. ὕμνον ἄειδον, 161), a genre well-suited to 
celebrating the future god’s cosmic victory. Later, when the Argonauts arrive among the 
Mariandynians, these enemies of the Bebrycians greet Polydeuces “like a god” (ὥς τε θεόν, 
2.756) in recognition of his deed. Their king, Lycus, promises to build a temple for Polydeuces 
and his brother Castor (“the sons of Tyndareus,” Τυνδαρίδαις, 2.806) “which all sailors shall 
propitiate when they behold it from very far off on the sea” (τὸ μὲν μάλα τηλόθι πάντες | 
ναυτίλοι ἂμ πέλαγος θηεύμενοι ἱλάξονται, 807-808). These honors are given in thanks for and 
awe of Polydeuces’ great deed in defeating Amycus at boxing, yet they obviously anticipate the 
broader province of both brothers as future guardians of sailors. The deification of the Dioscuri, 
like that of Herakles (on which see below, section 3), is thus represented as in process and as 
concomitant with the world’s transformation.154  
The Argonauts witness another reflection of the primordial past in Circe’s beasts, 
composite creatures who are apparently the victims of Circe’s potions, yet connected by the 
narrator to the forms of life that sprang from the mud of a still-forming earth (4.672-682): 
 θῆρες δ’, οὐ θήρεσσιν ἐοικότες ὠμηστῇσιν 
οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδ’ ἄνδρεσσιν ὁμὸν δέμας, ἄλλο δ’ ἀπ’ ἄλλων 
συμμιγέες μελέων, κίον ἀθρόοι, ἠύτε μῆλα 
ἐκ σταθμῶν ἅλις εἶσιν ὀπηδεύοντα νομῆι.   675 
τοίους καὶ προτέρους ἐξ ἰλύος ἐβλάστησεν 
χθὼν αὐτὴ μικτοῖσιν ἀρηρεμένους μελέεσσιν, 
οὔ πω διψαλέῳ μάλ’ ὑπ’ ἠέρι πιληθεῖσα, 
οὐδέ πω ἀζαλέοιο βολαῖς τόσον ἠελίοιο 
ἰκμάδας αἰνυμένη· τὰ δ’ ἐπὶ στίχας ἤγαγεν αἰὼν  680 
συγκρίνας. τὼς οἵ γε φυὴν ἀίδηλοι ἕποντο, 
                                                 
154 Given the importance of the Dioscuri to the Ptolemies, this transformation likely evokes the deification of the 
Ptolemies as Savior gods (Σωτῆρες). See Mori 2008, 19-27. 
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ἥρωας δ’ ἕλε θάμβος ἀπείριτον. 
 
Beasts—not resembling the beasts that eat raw flesh, nor again like humans in 
form, but mingling different limbs from different bodies—came in a throng, just 
as sheep flock from the folds when they follow their shepherd. In the past, too, the 
earth itself shot forth such beasts from the mud, fitted together with mixed-up 
limbs, when she was not yet too solidified by the thirsty air, nor yet receiving 
moisture so much because of the rays of the parching sun. Time distinguished the 
different animals and led them into their ranks. So they followed her, obscure in 
their forms, and boundless amazement seized the heroes. 
 
As Orpheus’ cosmogony draws on Pherecydes, the digression connecting Circe’s beasts to 
primordial life forms draws on Empedocles.155 In this way, the narrator provides a source, as it 
were, for the event in the fabula by means of the narrator’s digression. In form and function, this 
hidden citation closely resembles the historiographical aspect of the poem’s aitia. Whereas the 
aitia “cite” the evidence of σήματα in the narrative present in support of the narrator’s 
presentation of the fabula, the “citation” of the distant past (and, unspoken, Empedocles’ account 
thereof) likewise supports the fabula but reverses the narrator’s epistemological footing. If 
normally the past can only be proved by the present, equally the past can only be explained by 
what is further past. The feeling of astonishment or wonder (θάμβος, 682) that takes hold of the 
Argonauts as they behold Circe’s beasts parallels the enchantment of Orpheus’ song (1.515), and 
the narrator’s description of the bewitched creatures establishes a link to the same, or rather to a 
similar, setting of cosmic beginning. Just as Orpheus’ song brings back this primeval time in the 
minds of the Argonauts, so Circe’s enchantment brings back the primeval in reality.  
 One other moment near the end of the epic recalls a cosmogonic account from the literary 
past, namely that in which the Argonauts and Medea face the giant Talos, “last of the bronze race 
of men born from ash trees” (χαλκείης μελιηγενέων ἀνθρώπων | ῥίζης λοιπόν, 4.1641-1642). 
Talos is a survival of Hesiod’s third race of men (Op. 143-155) which is likewise made “out of 
                                                 
155 On Apollonius’ use of Empedocles, see Kyriakou 1994; Hunter 2015 ad 672-675. 
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ash trees” (ἐκ μελιᾶν, 145). As witnesses to the last of the bronze race, the Argonauts again see 
the cosmic supernarrative unfolding before their eyes. By Talos’ destruction, they see an 
unmistakable symbol of change from one age to the next: from the age of bronze to the age of 
demigods that they themselves inaugurate (cf. Op. 156-173), and generally from the primordial 
world to one mapped and itself “inaugurated” for future Greek civilization with shrines and other 
σήματα.156 As I argued in Chapter 2, the Talos episode’s place near the end of the epic, along 
with the narrator’s dramatic treatment and climactic apostrophe to Zeus (4.1673-1677), endows it 
with a charged and programmatic significance. In drawing on Hesiod’s myth of five ages, the 
episode forms a conclusion to the cosmic narrative begun by Orpheus.  
 In addition to the literary referents of these passages (to Pherecydes, Empedocles, and 
Hesiod, respectively), there are numerous moments in the epic that recall the cosmic narratives 
of the Homeric Hymns.157 This syncretic reconstruction of the primeval world from existing 
literary narratives constitutes an important piece of evidence that Apollonius’ pretensions to 
work in the midst of traditions is not a fiction, or at least not purely so. Rather, he draws on 
literary tradition precisely where objective σήματα are lacking: for there is no hard evidence of 
Talos’ death on Crete, no remnant of Circe’s primeval creatures, no trace of the world’s 
beginnings. Only the traditions themselves remain as evidence of those events. 
 In addition to the episodes described above, all of which pertain to a broad cosmic history 
either literally or figuratively, the Argonautica maintains a narrower focus on the figures of Zeus, 
Apollo, and Dionysus. Each of these gods figures in a recursive narrative that serves as an 
                                                 
156 See Clauss 2000 on the cosmic significance of Talos’ destruction. 
 
157 In particular, Orpheus leads a hymn to Apollo which recalls one of the major myths of the Homeric Hymn, the 
slaughter of the serpent of Delphi (Arg. 2.703-713; cf. HHAp 300-374). A connection between Apollonius’ passage 
and the Callimachean Hymn to Apollo is also likely, as both poets provide an aition for the ritual shout Ἰήιε (Arg. 
2.712-713; cf. Callim. H. 2.97-104). For more on the Homeric Hymns as cosmogonic narratives, see Clay 1989. 
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essential biography of the god. Each biography highlights episodes depicting the god’s growth 
and maturation, further contributing to the epic’s theme of becoming. Although each god enters 
the narrative in similar ways, and their stories each contribute to this common theme, they 
naturally carry distinct meanings. The biography of Zeus focuses on the god’s childhood and his 
ascension to the rule of Olympus. The theme of Zeus as a child correlates to the epic’s extensive 
engagement with the idea of a “Titanian” world that exhibits primitive and primordial 
characteristics—a state which still pertains in Colchis at the time of the Argonauts. The theme of 
Zeus’ ascension, on the other hand, resonates with the epic’s portrayal of the Argo’s voyage as a 
cosmic turning point comparable to (and aligned with) Zeus’ establishment of a new order. The 
biographies of Apollo and Dionysus similarly depict the gods’ adventures in the context of 
cosmic transformation, yet the epic focuses on how these deities parallel the adventures of the 
Argonauts through their travels and deeds. 
 Zeus is an elusive figure in the Argonautica. He never “appears” as a character in the 
fabula, although the narrator tells of his plan and his will at several crucial points in the epic (e.g. 
1.1345, 4.557-561). Nonetheless he remains a figure of the utmost importance. As I have already 
noted, Zeus’ biography begins with Orpheus’ song, and its thread is taken up with the ekphrasis 
of Jason’s cloak. The biography is further elaborated with another ekphrasis, as Aphrodite recalls 
the childhood of Zeus when promising his toy ball to Eros if he will use his power to make 
Medea fall in love with Jason (3.131-136): 
εἰ δ’ ἄγε μοι πρόφρων τέλεσον χρέος, ὅττι κεν εἴπω, 
καί κέν τοι ὀπάσαιμι Διὸς περικαλλὲς ἄθυρμα 
κεῖνο, τό οἱ ποίησε φίλη τροφὸς Ἀδρήστεια 
ἄντρῳ ἐν Ἰδαίῳ ἔτι νήπια κουρίζοντι, 
σφαῖραν ἐυτρόχαλον, τῆς οὐ σύ γε μείλιον ἄλλο  135 




Come, accomplish willingly whatever request I make, and I would give you that 
very fine toy of Zeus’, which his dear nurse Adrasteia made for him in the Idaean 
cave while he was still babbling childishly—a well-rounded ball, and you’ll not 
get a better plaything from the hands of Hephaestus. 
 
Aphrodite’s speech recalls the image of a “still childish” Zeus from Orpheus’ song (ἔτι νήπια 
κουρίζοντι, 3.134; cf. ἔτι κοῦρος, ἔτι φρεσὶ νήπια εἰδώς, 1.508). The description of the ball itself 
(137-141), which “emits a flaming trail like a shooting star” when tossed (ἀστὴρ ὣς φλεγέθοντα 
δι’ ἠέρος ὁλκὸν ἵησιν, 141), appears to be an obscure allegory for power over the cosmos. The 
Argonautica thus participates in the Hellenistic tongue-in-cheek conception that Zeus must cede 
his universal power to Eros. 
 The biography of Apollo is similarly contained in narrative set pieces: in the ekphrasis of 
the cloak, where Apollo, the “ox-child, not yet big/full-grown” (βούπαις, οὔ πω πολλός, 2.760), 
slays Tityus for the attempted rape of Leto; and again in another song of Orpheus, which 
celebrates the seminal event of Apollo’s career, the slaying of Delphynes, the serpent of Delphi. 
Here, too, the motif of immaturity appears, only to be recognized as an absurdity when used of 
the eternally youthful Apollo (2.703-713): 
σὺν δέ σφιν ἐὺς πάις Οἰάγροιο 
Βιστονίῃ φόρμιγγι λιγείης ἦρχεν ἀοιδῆς· 
ὥς ποτε πετραίῃ ὑπὸ δειράδι Παρνησσοῖο   705 
Δελφύνην τόξοισι πελώριον ἐξενάριξεν, 
κοῦρος ἐὼν ἔτι γυμνός, ἔτι πλοκάμοισι γεγηθώς— 
ἱλήκοις· αἰεί τοι, ἄναξ, ἄτμητοι ἔθειραι, 
αἰὲν ἀδήλητοι· τὼς γὰρ θέμις· οἰόθι δ’ αὐτὴ 
Λητὼ Κοιογένεια φίλαις ἐνὶ χερσὶν ἀφάσσει—  710 
πολλὰ δὲ Κωρύκιαι νύμφαι, Πλειστοῖο θύγατρες, 
θαρσύνεσκον ἔπεσσιν, Ἰήιε κεκληγυῖαι· 
ἔνθεν δὴ τόδε καλὸν ἐφύμνιον ἔπλετο Φοίβῳ. 
 
Accompanying them, the noble son of Oeagrus began a clear song on his 
Bistonian lyre: how once beneath the rocky ridge of Parnassus [Apollo] slew the 
monstrous Delphynes with his bow, while he was still a naked child, still rejoicing 
in his locks—be gracious! always, lord, is your hair uncut, always unharmed, for 
so it is right; and Leto herself alone, daughter of Coeus, caresses your hair with 
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her dear hands—and copiously did the Corycian nymphs, daughters of Pleistus, 
encourage him with words, crying “Ieie!” And thence did this lovely refrain come 
to be used for Phoebus. 
 
In line 708 the narrator interrupts his own report of Orpheus’ song, as if suddenly realizing that 
by the double use of ἔτι (707) he had implied an οὐκέτι νῦν, a blasphemous suggestion with 
regard to the eternally youthful god. Yet both the narrator’s correction and his original impulse to 
mark the pristine nature of this event reflect the narrator’s constant concern with establishing the 
state of the world, and of the gods with it, at different moments in time. The transformation of 
the world is analogous in a high degree to the maturation of Zeus; Apollo, on the other hand, is 
instantly mature and always young. Yet Apollo’s part is no less transformative, a fact that is 
driven home not only by the inset myths but also by the god’s successive epiphanies within the 
fabula. Appearing to the Argonauts at Thynias (2.674-684) and at Anaphe (4.1706-1710), 
Apollo’s role as a patron of the Argo’s voyage and a guarantor of its success aligns him with the 
Argonauts as the chief divine agent of the final settlement of the world. 
 The part played by Dionysus in the Argonautica is more subtle: there are no prayers 
made to this god and no shrines built in his honor. The Argonauts themselves witness no 
evidence of the god, as far as the narrator reports. Yet the epic does offer a biography of 
Dionysus in the same manner and nearly on the same scale as it does with Zeus and Apollo. The 
god appears in the first place in an incidental history of Callichorus, a stream passed by the 
Argonauts on their voyage to Colchis (2.904-909).158 He then appears in his role in the myth of 
Ariadne (4.423-434);159 and the story of his birth again appears in relation to the place of his 
                                                 
158 “Soon they went past the mouth of the Callichorus river, where they say that the Nysaean son of Zeus, when he 
left the tribes of Indians and took up residence at Thebes, celebrated his secret rites and established choruses in front 
of the cave, in which he spent sacred, unsmiling nights, whence the neighboring people call the river Callichorus and 
the cave Aulion by name.” 
 




nursing, the island of Drepane/Scheria (4.1128-1140; cf. 4.540). While the importance of Zeus 
and Apollo in this epic is obvious, the significance of Dionysus is less so. The three phases of his 
biography are: birth, immigration from India and establishment of his rites, and his affair with 
Ariadne. The two latter events may both be regarded as moments of maturation for Dionysus; the 
latter may indeed suggest a stage of progress beyond the former, as Dionysus’ arrival in Dia 
presupposes the further spread of his worship beyond the Black Sea and into the Greek world. 
Dionysus is thus presented as a counterpart to Apollo, albeit with very different associations, and 
to the Argonauts themselves as they symbolically carry Greek civilization from west to east. 
 There is a formal similarity between the cosmic narrative in its various manifestations 
throughout the epic and the aetiological system of σήματα discussed in the previous section. 
Both referential systems are developed primarily through detached narrative; that is, they appear 
initially as a collection of digressive elements each with some tangential connection to the 
fabula, but without any obvious connections among themselves. When examined apart from the 
fabula, however, the digressions cohere and become recognizable as parts of larger fragmented 
narratives. If the system of aetiology belongs exclusively to the narrator, and the mythographical 
system is rather constituted by a pastiche of perspectives within and without the fabula, both 
systems together constitute a collaboration between the poet and his subject matter, whereby the 
Argo becomes the vessel not only for the Argonauts but also for the poet-narrator in a figurative 
voyage of autopsy through time as well as space, spanning first the distance between the origin 
of the cosmos and the voyage of Argo, and then between the voyage and the narrator’s own time. 
The narrator never gives away what time that is, but the implication that it is a Ptolemaic time 
and a Ptolemaic world haunts the narrative of cosmic ordering. This interpretation is supported 
by the epic’s tendency towards circularity and oppositional movements: the extremely ancient 
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voyage and conquest of Sesostris is opposed first of all by the Argonauts themselves, but 
implicitly also by the conquests of Alexander and his successors in Egypt, the Ptolemies. 
 The Argonautica’s design incorporates this cosmogonic narrative from early in the epic, 
before the voyage begins, to almost its final moments. Orpheus’ cosmogonic song introduces and 
encapsulates the overarching theme: it begins with the beginning of the world and leaves off 
when Zeus is still a child, in other words, with the world on the eve of a final change. The death 
of Talos marks the end of the primordial age; the prophesied emergence of Calliste, the island 
later to be settled and renamed Thera by descendants of the Argonaut Euphemus, marks the final 
transformation in the landscape that distinguishes the present world from its primordial state. The 
tale of the Argonauts is thus presented as a culmination or τέλος of the cosmogonic narrative. 
Moreover, the manner in which this cosmogonic narrative unfolds relies on the narrator’s 
strategy of fragmentation and on various visualizing techniques, so that the reader ultimately 
beholds the critical moments of transformation no less than the events of the fabula in which the 
supernarrative is embedded. Whereas a large part of the cosmogony, including the penultimate 
part played by Herakles, is presented to the Argonauts either as direct witnesses, as witnesses to 
σήματα, or as audience to the embedded narratives that relate the cosmic story, the Argonauts 
themselves, as the ultimate catalyst for the world’s transformation, are to be witnessed in 
analogous ways: through the audience’s reception of the narrative, above all, but also through 
implications within the narrative that the audience witness both the Argonauts and their σήματα 







Reading the Argonautica as an aetiological epic reveals dimensions of the poem that may 
be easily missed under a literary-historical lens. The narrator appears not so much as an eccentric 
poet mining the literature of the past for different personalities to assume, different attitudes to 
imitate and weave together into a hyper-literary pastiche, but rather as a scholar in his own right 
with a genuine interest in exploring the contemporary world’s connections to the mythic past 
through signs and traditions. Both conceptions of the narrator in fact have merit. The former 
view arises from the literary-historical approach to the poem, which analyzes the narrator into 
literary parts, that is, into the various sources of his poetic voice and narrative style. The latter 
view of the narrator is unitary rather than analytical and seeks to identify a whole person with a 
more or less coherent relationship to his narrative—which is not to say that the narrator is always 
consistent in his manner of narration, as he certainly is not.160 By recognizing the narrator’s 
intentional control over the entirety of the narrative, it is possible to appreciate how the epic’s 
many mythical and aetiological digressions fit into a larger framework and constitute a narrative 
in themselves that both encompasses and supersedes the story of the Argonauts. 
The σήματα that articulate so much of the poem are an integral part of the epic’s program 
of representing both change and continuity through time. While mythopoetic traditions 
themselves are an expression of this continuity—and so also central to Apollonius’ program—
the physical signs constitute the most objective evidence available to the narrator, and their 
physical existence in the world thus provides visible proofs and reminders of the events of the 
fabula. The brevity with which many signs are related and described may obscure their 
importance in the poem, yet the narrator’s strategy of connecting visualization of signs to 
                                                 
160 Morrison 2007, for example, suggests that the narrator has multiple distinct personas, among which is a scholarly 
persona. A unitary approach to the narrator complements, rather than contradicts, this analytical approach.  
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visualization of the fabula itself demonstrates how the past may be embodied in the present, and 
how the narrative-contemporary world has been shaped by actions and events both proximal (as 
the latter-day colonists of Heraclea modify or add to the cultic associations left behind by the 
Argonauts, 2.844-850) and distant (as the Argonauts stop the Clashing rocks, or as the fall of 
Phaethon turns the Eridanus into a noxious swamp). 
If signs most often serve to connect the fabula to the narrative-present, the mythical 
digressions and embedded narratives extend the poem’s diachronic reach into the past, from the 
beginnings of the cosmos to stories about Jason, Phrixus, and Herakles that are immediately 
antecedent to the story of the Argonauts. The interconnectedness of all of these distant events, 
both within the poem and within the grand design of the cosmos suggested thereby, is partly 
obscured by their haphazard presentation—now through an embedded song, now through the 
embroidered designs on a cloak, at other times articulated by the narrator tangentially to the 
story. On the other hand, this very fragmentation is a way of expressing that interconnectedness, 
as the Argo’s movement through space is matched by the narrator’s movement through time in 




 This dissertation has undertaken to describe the narrative and visual style of Apollonius’ 
epic in something approximating the depth and detail the subject demands. I believe that I have 
at least succeeded in shedding light on some previously unnoticed nuances in the narrative’s 
design and particularly its use of visualizing strategies. I might most briefly summarize these as 
follows. The Argonautica’s narrative develops a tension between the time and setting of the 
fabula (broadly conceived as the heroic past or as an earlier cosmological era), on the one hand, 
and on the other the narrative present, a world in which traditions and monuments and other 
signs are all that remain of that world. The narrator himself regularly instantiates this tension by 
calling attention to himself, his song, and aspects of his present world that illustrate and prove 
connections to the world of the fabula. At the same time, he frequently strives to make the world 
of the fabula vividly present to the narratee by means of a narrative style that is rich in 
description, focalization, and other visualizing strategies. Ultimately I suggest that Apollonius 
employs visualizing strategies throughout his epic in order to create opportunities for the narratee 
to experience the events of the fabula through mental imaging, and that he deliberately contrasts 
such opportunities with passages that foreground the role of the narrative and the narrator 
himself in shaping the narratee’s overall experience of the epic. 
 I stressed at the beginning of Chapter 1 that the Argonautica could be read and 
interpreted without taking into account the epic’s deeply literary engagement with earlier texts. 
This was another way of saying that, like any narrative work, the Argonautica manifests its own 
world in the relationship between the author and the audience, a world where author and 
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audience co-exist in their roles as narrator and narratee. Although readers of this dissertation may 
remain skeptical, and however true it may be that the poem’s ancient audiences could not help 
but scrutinize the words, phrases, images, and motifs that constitute Apollonius’s indebtedness to 
(and innovations from) the literary past, I believe I have shown that the Argonautica also holds a 
rich experience for the narratee who is drawn more fully into the world of the narrative, where 
the important thing is not that Apollonius plays on Homer, but rather that the narrator draws on 
traditions available to him in order to construct a narrative memorializing and praising the 
Argonauts. In this way, my dissertation finds the narratological unity where previous scholarship 
has tended to see so much variety in the form of literary appropriations. 
 
Chapter Review 
 In Chapter 1, I identified and discussed four critical aspects of the Argonautica’s 
narrative that contribute to the dichotomy between fabula-time and narrative-time and instantiate 
the different approaches to storytelling taken by the narrator throughout the epic. I used the term 
“self-consciousness” to describe how the narrator takes pains to present himself as a rhapsode 
(aoidos) who carries out his work in the context of other mythopoetic traditions. The chapter’s 
second section complemented this discussion of the narrator by examining how the narrative 
itself is also constructed in the text of the poem in a specific relationship to the fabula. I called 
this relationship the narrative’s “positionality,” observing that Apollonius positions the narrative 
as a medium between the narrative present and the fabula that draws connections and contrasts 
between the two. In the section titled “variety,” I examined the narrator’s varied approach to 
narration in different episodes as well as the important narratological shift that divides the epic in 
half. These observations demonstrated that, whereas the narrator’s voice remains consistent 
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throughout the epic, he does adapt the positionality of his narrative in order to better suit the 
subjects and themes of different parts of the poem. The last section of the chapter, finally, dealt 
with the important narrative strategy of “recursivity.” This strategy, which typically involves 
allusive stories that are not recounted in full as part of the epic’s main storyline, strengthens the 
narrator’s presentation of the narrative as a patchwork composition that creatively weaves 
together various traditions. At the level of poetic design, the strategy of recursion also allows 
Apollonius to draw thematic links between otherwise incidentally related events in the fabula. 
 In Chapter 2, I introduced the concept of visualization, an idiosyncratic development of 
ancient ideas about ἐνάργεια and modern theories of reader imaging. In a future version of this 
work, it will perhaps be necessary to elaborate this methodology and bring it into closer 
alignment with existing theory, something which I have not so far allowed myself to engage 
with. In addition to visualization, I introduced the terms “immersion” and “detachment” in order 
to support my analysis of how the Argonautica’s visual style interacts with its narrative design, 
particularly with the dichotomy between the fabula and narrative. I then selected three important 
themes from the epic as case studies of how the narrator employs visualization in practice. The 
first theme, the marvelous, is among the most important in the Argonautica because of the 
poem’s programmatic emphasis on witnessing. Through his descriptions of marvels and 
focalization through marveling viewers, the narrator visualizes phenomena of the fabula so that 
the narratee becomes like a spectator alongside the epic’s characters. The second theme, 
voyeurism, appears in the epic as foil to the theme of the heroes’ cooperation, which underlies 
the greater part of the narrative. This pattern of visualization occurs in passages that focus on 
solitary characters and their private experience, including Medea in Books 3 and 4; in the 
chapter, however, I analyzed the episode of Herakles’ abandonment. The last theme I chose to 
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analyze for this chapter was geography, a major component of a narrative that sets out to follow 
the voyage of the Argo. Here I argued that geographical passages in the Argonautica, including 
Phineus’ divinatory description of the Argo’s route through the Black Sea, serve as a visual 
framework for the poem through which Apollonius illustrates the connectedness of the world of 
the fabula and that of the narrative present. 
 In Chapter 3, I explored the major theme of cosmic change in the Argonautica and argued 
that this theme is the subject of a “supernarrative” that unifies different perspectives and 
narrative approaches around itself, and in which the voyage of the Argo is figured as the catalyst 
in the succession of cosmic eras. In the first part of this chapter, I focused on aetiological signs 
(semata), arguing that the narrator emphasizes the present existence and visibility of these signs 
in the narrative present in order to draw an experiential connection between the signs and the 
fabula. I also suggested that Apollonius strives to draw an equivalency between the narrative-
contemporary signs and his own visualizing narrative, an equivalency that is best illustrated in 
the “bookend” descriptions of the Boreads (1.219-223) and their tomb (1.1302-1309). In the 
second part of the chapter, I analyzed the theme of cosmic change in the Argonautica and argued 
that this theme plays out across different levels of narrative, and is developed in accordance with 
the strategy of recursion discussed in the first chapter, such that it forms a supernarrative, a larger 
story told within the epic through the narrator’s digressions, embedded narratives, and events 
within the fabula. 
 
Future Directions 
 This dissertation in its final form lacks one chapter that was promised and anticipated at 
an earlier stage, before necessity urged that I expedite myself to the end of my degree 
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requirements. The chapter now omitted, if ever it comes to be, will be titled “Narrative and 
Gender,” and will deal principally with Book 3 of the Argonautica and the presentation of 
Medea’s character, with some complementary discussion of other characters and other gender 
dynamics in the narrative. The chapter will contain detailed analysis of the descriptions of 
Medea’s thoughts and mental states, paying special attention to the visualizable details contained 
in the relevant passages. This chapter will also include a discussion of broader and more varied 
associations between gender and narrative in the epic. In particular, I plan to investigate the 
hypothesis that Apollonius has developed a gendered dichotomy with regard to aspects of 
narrative in the two halves of his epic. Books 1-2 feature predominantly male-associated 
narrative (with two or three passages being notable exceptions) and Books 3-4 heavily feature 
female-associated narrative particularly in programmatic passages. The evidence is best 
encapsulated in the poet-narrator’s three proems: in the Book 1 proem, the male narrator invokes 
Apollo and rather seems to minimize the Muses as he promises to tell the deeds of the Argonauts 
(1.1-22); in Books 3 and 4, on the other hand, the invocations to Erato and the unnamed Muse 
(perhaps still Erato) identify Medea’s gendered experience as a focal point in the second half of 
the epic (3.1-5; 4.1-5). 
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